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For public schools to receive federal funds, districts must develop and implement
policies that assure a free and appropriate public education to all children including those
with disabilities ages three through 21. This can be accomplished through special
education or Section 504 policies and services. The purpose of this qualitative study was
to describe and interpret the processes, tools, and procedures Section 504 Coordinators
use to create and provide uniformity of Section 504 requirements across their districts.
Specifically, I examined how coordinators ensured their schools (a) identified and located
students, (b) made provisions for providing a free and appropriate public education, (c)
evaluated and placed students, (d) provided procedural safeguards, and (e) afforded, from
a district perspective, children with Section 504 plans an equal opportunity to participate
in nonacademic and extra-curricular services and activities.
An exploratory case study approach was used to gather data from 14 Section 504
Coordinators in one intermediate school district in a Midwest state. I analyzed interviews
conducted with 504 Coordinators and documents collected from them.

Through the data analysis process I developed four themes: (a) much variation
exists in the level of difficulty expressed by coordinators in implementing the
requirements in a uniform way across their districts, (b) coordinators use different
processes, tools, and procedures to implement the five requirements in a uniform way, (c)
coordinators roles and responsibilities vary across districts, and (d) despite some variation
of practice and differences in Section 504 Coordinator roles, the percentage of Section
504 students in each of the 14 districts was similar, ranging from <1% to 2% of the total
school population.
My study explored and uncovered possible tools Section 504 Coordinators could
use to help create and provide uniformity of the federal requirements across their district
such as Child Study Teams, Section 504 paperwork and forms, and a centralized student
management system. In addition, I present an increased understanding regarding the
relative ease or difficulty in implementing the five requirements of Section 504 at the
district level.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

Background

Public Schools in the United States have tried to meet the expectations of parents
and guardians of school children since the creation of public education in the early 19th
century. Since the middle of the 20th century, the federal government has taken many
steps to ensure that public schools meet the needs of all students, regardless of a student’s
race, gender, or disability. For instance, in 1954 the Supreme Court unanimously ruled in
Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka that racial segregation in public schools was
unconstitutional, and Title IX of the 1972 federal Education Amendments prohibited
discrimination on the basis of sex in educational institutions that received federal aid
(Thattai, n.d.).
The United States Rehabilitation Act of 1973 was the original federal civil rights
law enacted with the intention of eliminating discrimination on the basis of disability in
any program or activity receiving federal financial assistance. “This law targets those
specific programs and activities conducted by federal agencies (those receiving federal
funds) such as colleges participating in federal student loan programs, federal
employment, and employment practices of businesses with federal contracts” (Bureau of
Industry and Security, 2013, para.1). Even though public schools and institutions of
higher education are not federal programs, they receive federal funds through Title I by
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supporting students from low-income families; Title II by supporting professional
development opportunities for staff; and special education funding.
The Rehabilitation Act of 1973 has five key sections that pertain to education:
Section 501 and Section 505 require affirmative action and nondiscrimination in
employment by federal agencies of the executive branch; Section 503 requires
affirmative action and prohibits employment discrimination by federal government
contractors and subcontractors with contracts of more than $10,000; Section 508
establishes requirements for electronic and information technology developed,
maintained, procured, or used by the federal government and Section 504, the subject of
my study. The other three sections, Section 502, 506, and 507, pertain to the
Architectural and Transportation Barriers Compliance Board, secretarial responsibilities,
and the Interagency Disability Coordination Council.
Section 504, the section of interest in my study, guarantees certain rights to
individuals with disabilities, including the right to full participation and access to a free
and appropriate public education to all children regardless of the nature or severity of
their disability. Specifically, 34 C.F.R.§104 states:
No otherwise qualified individual with a disability in the United States...shall,
solely by reason of her or his disability, be excluded from participation in, be
denied the benefits of, or be subjected to discrimination under any program or
activity receiving Federal financial assistance. (Section 504 of the Rehabilitation
Act of 197, p. 394)
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The Rehabilitation Act of 1973 defines a “physical or mental impairment” as a
physiological or mental disability, specifically:
(A) any physiological disorder or condition, cosmetic disfigurement, or
anatomical loss affecting one or more of the following body systems:
neurological; musculoskeletal; special sense organs; respiratory, including speech
organs; cardiovascular; reproductive; digestive; genitourinary; hemic and
lymphatic skin; and endocrine; [Title 34, Code of Federal Regulations, section
104,3(i)]
(B) any mental or psychological disorder such as mental retardation, organic brain
syndrome, emotional or mental illness, and specific learning disabilities. [Title 34,
Code of Federal Regulations, section 104.3(ii), p. 928]
An impairment could be determined from information collected from a variety of
sources including a child’s aptitude and achievement tests, teacher recommendations,
physical condition, social or cultural background and/or adaptive behavior.
Once the impairment has been established, the second part of the definition,
substantially limits a major life activity, must also be present. The act defines major life
activity as “…functions such as caring for oneself, performing manual tasks, walking,
seeing, hearing, speaking, breathing, learning, and working” (Title 34 Code of Federal
Regulations Part 104.3, p. 928).
According to Wegner (1988) the primary objective for Congress by enacting
Section 504 was to honor the requirements of ‘simple justice,’ by ensuring that federal
funds not be expended in a discriminatory fashion. Any monies given by the federal
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government to public schools, institutions of higher education, and other state and local
education agencies and programs should be used to help all people. “Originally, this act
was targeted at programs dealing with employment and the enhancement of employment
for persons with disabilities. The act was amended in 1974 to extend its protections to
handicapped students seeking access to federally supported public schools” (Kortering,
Julnes, & Edgar, 1990, p. 8).
There have been several acts focused on meeting the needs of students with
disabilities including The Education for All Handicapped Children Act (EHA) of 1975,
the first federal law ensuring public schools provide a free and appropriate education with
students with disabilities; The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act of 1990 (IDEA
of 1990), revised and renamed from EHA (1975), which ensures improvements to special
education and inclusion; and The American with Disabilities Act of 1990 (ADA of 1990),
which prohibits discrimination against people with disabilities in employment,
transportation, public accommodation, communications, and governmental activities; and
most recently, The American with Disabilities Amendments Act of 2008 (ADAAA of
2008), the revised and renamed Rehabilitation Act of 1973 which defines a broader
definition of a student with a disability. In order for public schools to receive federal
funds, states or districts must develop and implement policies that assure a free and
appropriate public education to all children including those with disabilities ages three
through 21. This can be accomplished through special education or Section 504.
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Revised Section 504 and Special Education
In 2008, Congress passed the Americans with Disabilities Act Amendments Act
of 2008 (ADAAA), which took effect in January 2009. The new ADAAA of 2008,
which provides a much broader definition of “disability” than previously, was passed to
“self-correct” the narrow interpretations of a documented disability by the courts.
Importantly, ADAAA does not change the basic definition of a disability, rather the
manner in which a disability is interpreted. In order to be considered to have a disability,
an individual still must: (a) have a physical or mental impairment that substantially limits
one or more major life activities; (b) have a record of such an impairment; and (3) be
regarded as having such an impairment. In addition, the new ADAAA expanded and
changed the definition of major life activities as well as major bodily function to include
two non-exhaustive lists.
The major life activities have been expanded from caring for oneself, performing
manual tasks, walking, seeing, hearing, speaking, breathing, learning, and working, to
also include eating, sleeping, standing, lifting, bending, reading, concentrating, thinking,
and communicating. This definition was expanded in favor of broader coverage. The
major bodily functions definition now includes functions of the immune system, normal
cell growth, digestive, bowel, bladder, respiratory, neurological, brain, circulatory,
endocrine, and reproductive functions. In making these changes, the ADAAA sought to
include more eligible students and emphasizes that the definition of “disability” should be
interpreted broadly (ADA Amendments Act of 2008 Summary and Resources, n.d.).
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The new ADAAA of 2008 “requires the ‘substantially limits’ decision be made
without regard to any impact or ameliorative effects of mitigating effects or mitigating
measures” (Cortiella, 2010, p. 14). This means schools can no longer consider the effects
of medication on a student or “medical supplies, equipment or appliances, low-vision
devices (except eyeglasses or contact lenses), hearing aids, cochlear implants, assistive
technology, learning behavioral or adaptive neurological modification, and reasonable
accommodations” when considering if the disability ‘substantially limits” a major life
activity (Cortiella, 2010, p. 14). For example, a Section 504 committee must consider
how a student with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) without proper
medication (i.e., mitigating measure) would perform in the classroom. If the committee
decides the student’s ADHD substantially limits a major life activity (i.e., learning), a
Section 504 plan must be written.
ADAAA clarifies that an impairment that is episodic or in remission is a disability
if it would substantially limit a major life activity when active. This could include
students who have depression, asthma, or anxiety. It also simplifies that an impairment
substantially limiting one major life activity does not need to limit others to be considered
a disability. For example, a student will be considered to have a disability if his/her
impairment substantially limits walking even if it does not substantially limit learning.
A study by Holler and Zirkel (2008) found that only 1.2% of the total school
population represents Section 504-only students. Holler and Zirkel used the term “504only” students to describe students who are eligible for Section 504 and not IDEA. In
their national survey, they also found there were more Section 504-only students at the
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secondary level. A difference was not noted among rural, urban, and suburban district.
The population for the study consisted of 89,301 public schools in the United States.
Section 504 Coordinator
Under Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, each school district that
receives federal financial assistance must designate an employee to coordinate the
Section 504 requirements (34 CFR § 104.7(a)). The Section 504 Coordinator, employed
by the school district, can have additional job requirements and responsibilities such as an
elementary principal or assistant principal at the high school.
The Section 504 Coordinator is, at a minimum, responsible for:
1. Coordinating and monitoring the district’s compliance with Section 504. This
could include establishing and monitoring a Section 504
referral/identification/review process, maintaining data on Section 504 plans,
and conducting training activities with staff;
2. Overseeing prevention efforts to avoid Section 504 violations from occurring;
3. Implementing the district’s discrimination complaint procedures with respect
to allegations of Section 504 violations, discrimination based on disability,
and disability harassment; and
4. Investigating complaints alleging violations of Section 504 discrimination
based on disability, and disability harassment (Washington State Office of
Superintendent of Public Instruction, p. 1).
In most cases, a public school district’s Section 504 Coordinator reports to its
superintendent.
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The Section 504 Coordinator plays an integral role in interpreting and
implementing the policies and procedures of Section 504. Spillane et al. (2002) found in
these administrators, known as middle level managers between teachers and district
office, try to make sense of and negotiate the new policies.
Spillane et al. (2002) state, “implementation involves interpretations because
implementers must figure out what a policy means and whether and how it applies to
their school to decide whether and how to ignore, adapt, or adopt policy locally” (p. 733)
and district level administrators do much of that interpretation. Since the passing of the
Americans with Disabilities Act Amendments Act of 2008, Section 504 Coordinators
need to interpret and disseminate to staff the five requirements of Section 504 which
includes the much broader definition of a ‘disability’ and the term ‘substantially limits.”
Since there is not a federal or state data base that documents the number of
Section 504 students in a district, the Section 504 Coordinator is also responsible for
keeping documentation on the Section 504 students.
Special Education
In special education, public school districts are required to evaluate students if a
disability is suspected, and if students are found eligible, they receive services under one
of the strict thirteen special education classifications (learning disabilities, emotional
impairment, hearing impaired, autism spectrum disorder, cognitively impaired,
deaf/blindness, early childhood developmental delay, otherwise health impaired, physical
impairment, speech/language impaired, traumatic brain injury, severely multiple
impairment, and visually impaired). In order for a student to qualify for special education
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services under the area of “cognitively impaired,” the Michigan Administrative Rules for
Special Education (2013) outlines the eligibility requirements.
(1) Cognitive impairment shall be manifested during the developmental period
and be determined through the demonstration of all of the following
behavioral characteristics:
(a) Development at a rate at or below approximately 2 standard deviations below
the mean as determined through intellectual assessment.
(b) Scores approximately within the lowest 6 percentiles on a standardized test
in reading and arithmetic. This requirement will not apply if the student is not
of an age, grade, or mental age appropriate for formal or standardize
achievement tests.
(c) Lack of development primarily in the cognitive domain.
(d) Impairment of adaptive behavior.
(e) Adversely affects a student’s educational performance.
(2) A determination of impairment shall be based upon a full and individual
evaluation by a multidisciplinary evaluation team, which shall include a
Psychologist (p. 13).
After eligibility has been determined, an educational plan must be developed and
special education services and/or related services provided. Since special education is
tied to federal monies, there is a national data base that documents the number of students
receiving special education along with demographics and eligibility area. “The number of
children and youth ages 3–21 receiving special education services was 6.4 million in
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2011–12, or about 13 percent of all public school students. Some 36 percent of the
students receiving special education services had specific learning disabilities” (NCES,
2014, para 1).
In contrast, students who qualify for a Section 504 plan must only have a
documented disability or a record of a disability that substantially limits a major life
activity. There is a much broader definition of a student with a disability under Section
504. A student could qualify for a Section 504 plan and receive the needed
accommodations such as having tests read to them or extended time on assessments.
Unlike IDEA that has specific criteria to qualify a student for special education services,
Section 504 leaves some interpretation of eligibility up to the school district.
A study by Sable et al. (2010) and released by the National Center for Education
Statistics examined characteristics of the 100 largest public elementary and secondary
school district in the United States in 2008-2009. This study found that 12.8% of the
total school population represents students with Individualized Education Programs.
Three states, California, Florida, and Texas, accounted for 45 out of the 100 largest
public school districts.
In short, the two programs, special education and Section 504 are separate, though
they both serve school students with disabilities. Once way to describe special education
students is that they have more severe disabilities than those students who qualify for a
Section 504 plan. Therefore, special education students are a subset of students with
disabilities and their program is separate from Section 504.
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Public Policy Implementation Literature
The successful implementation of public policy has been researched for many
years. In the 1950s, the federal government provided funds for numerous educational
reforms and wanted to know if the reforms were working (Fowler, 2009). Through
quantitative and qualitative studies, researchers found that most educational policies were
not being implemented properly or at all. This finding led to research on policy
implementation.
Three generations of public policy implementation research followed (Fowler,
2009). The first generation of research, which began in the early 1970s, focused on why
the implementation of policies and reforms were difficult or impossible. Gross et al.
(1971) found a general pattern when investigating those policies that had to do with
classroom practice that “(a) the teachers’ lack of clarity about the innovation; (b) their
lack of needed capabilities; (c) the unavailability of required instructional material; (d)
the incompatibility of organizational arrangements with the innovation, and (e) the lack
of staff motivation” (p. 148).
The second generation research, which began in the late 1970s, focused on the
analysis of both successful and failed policy implementations. The researchers tried to
understand why some policies are fully implemented, and why others are not.
Researchers found that success can and does happen; implementation is possible, but
requires hard work and pressure (Fowler, 2009). “Transforming educational policy into
practice, regardless of the level from which it emanates, is not an easy task. There can be
many obstacles to implementing policy including (a) implementers’ indifference or
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apathy toward the policy, (b) lack of resources, (c) insufficient time for implementation,
and (d) disagreement about how to achieve results. These obstacles must be overcome to
ensure success” (Hope, 2002, p. 1).
The third generation research, which began in the 1990s, focused on and sought to
answer two questions (a) how can teachers and administrators learn to implement
programs that require a major change to their professional practice? (b) how can
successful reform be expanded from a few sites to many? (Fowler, 2009). Third
generation researchers also started looking at teachers as policy implementation
“learners,” because if they do not understand the policy, it cannot be implemented
correctly. They also realized that in order to have successful implementation of policy,
there needs to be a strong social infrastructure including mentors, coaches, or support
networks (Fowler, 2009). Funding for conferences and workshops, planning periods, and
other professional development needs to be ongoing to increase the likelihood that
teachers and principals will fully grasp the nature of the changes required of them
(Fowler, 2009).
Problem Statement
Research on successful policy implementation suggests often new policies are
either not implemented at all or are modified, and their implementation almost never
matches the original policy intent (Fowler, 2009). The Americans with Disabilities Act
Amendments Act of 2008 is an example of an unfunded public policy in school districts
that allows for different interpretations and is being implemented in different ways. In
order for Section 504 policy to be implemented with consistency in a district, the Section
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504 Coordinator must create processes, tools, and procedures to ensure uniformed
implementation across all buildings within the district. Overall, Section 504 researchers
have yet to conduct a study to find out how 504 Coordinators are creating and providing
uniformity across their districts of the five requirements of the Office of Civil Rights.
The literature on Section 504 has identified five main problems school districts
are facing while trying to implement this policy. These include inconsistencies between
districts, across districts, and within districts.
First, who qualifies for Section 504 plans may vary. School districts are
interpreting and setting policy on Section 504 differently based on school district’s
interpretation of the law or regulation and communication within the organization. This
means that public schools are making eligibility determinations and creating Section 504
plans in a variety of ways (Holler & Zirkel, 2008; Madaus & Shaw, 2007). Depending
on where a student goes to school, he/she may or may not qualify for a Section 504 plan.
In addition, the Section 504 regulatory provision requires that a group of
knowledgeable persons draws upon information from a variety of sources in determining
substantial limitation. These knowledgeable persons are different in each school setting
(elementary or secondary) and building in the district, which leads to more
inconsistencies. For example, in an elementary school, the Section 504 committee could
consist of the building administrator, the school psychologist, and a general education
teacher. In a high school the committee could include a guidance counselor, the assistant
principal, and a general education teacher. The persons on the committee are to come
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together to review the information and make a recommendation on whether the student
qualifies for a Section 504 plan.
Also, by not defining the term “substantially limits,” Congress directed school
districts to define this on an individual basis. Depending on the member of the Section
504 team, this can be defined and implemented in different ways. A set of studies
(Firestone, 1988; Lipsky, 1980; Spillane, 2002; Weatherley & Lipsky 1977) has found
that “street level bureaucrats” implement policy and policy plays out in quite diverse
ways. Lipsky (1980) states:
On one hand, school leaders are street- level workers dependent on and
responsible to their local community stakeholders and the district office for
implementing school policy. On the other hand, school leaders depend on other
street-level workers—classroom teachers—for the successful implementation of
these policies. Relations between managers (both district office and school) and
street level workers (both classroom teachers as well as school managers vis-à-vis
district managers) are characterized by dependency and conflict (as cited in
Spillane, 2002, p. 734).
The second obstacle associated with implementing Section 504 policy into
practice includes implementers’ indifferences or apathy toward the policy, lack of
resources, and insufficient time for implementation (Hope, 2002). Even though Section
504 laws have been around for over 38 years, they have been largely ignored in the K-12
educational system (Rosenfeld, 1999; Smith, 2002). Madaus and Shaw (2006) found 91%
of public school districts have put Section 504 policies in place only in the last ten years.
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The third identified problem school districts face when trying to implement
Section 504 is teacher understanding and learning. This has been found to be true in
other school settings in the policy implementation literature. Researchers, over three
generations of policy implementation research concerning teaching, have found that
many implementation difficulties stem from teachers never really understanding the
change and understanding how to use new pedagogy (Duke, 2011; Fowler, 2009;
McDonnell & Elmore, 1987; Spillane, 1999, 2000, 2002). Teachers become discouraged
and lose their motivation to implement (Gross et al, 1971). Fowler (2009) has also found
that implementation can happen, but it requires hard work and pressure.
Another problem, as the policy literature would suggest, the literature on Section
504 indicates that educators are still confused about why Section 504 policies and plans
are important and why more students should be qualifying for plans (Arsenault, 2003;
Madaus & Shaw, 2006, 2007; Shaw et al., 2012; Zirkel, 2003). Students with Section 504
plans can receive accommodations at school to “level the playing field” with their peers.
In order for some students to be successful in school, accommodations and modifications
are needed to help with their learning journey. In some cases, students with Section 504
plans may need extra time to complete assignments or assessments, may need a strategic
seating arrangement, or use of an assistive technology. Difficulties can arise when
Section 504 plans are not developed.
The fourth obstacle associated with implementing Section 504 policy into practice
includes the need to have a strong social infrastructure including mentors, coaches, or
support networks (Duke, 2011; Madaus & Shaw, 2008; Taylor, 2002). Teachers and staff
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must have detailed information; they must also be part of the decision-making process
(Billingsley, 1993; Fowler, 2009; Jayroe, 2002), because when they are not, they do not
understand their role in the process.
The fifth and final difficulty identified as a barrier to implementing Section 504 is
it being an unfunded mandate with associated costs that include the identification of
students, the writing of plans, enforcement, compliance, and avoidance that also hamper
implementation (McDonnell & Elmore, 1987). Unfunded policies with minimal penalties
for lack of implementation often fail for lack of knowledge, skills, or competence rather
than a lack of the will to comply (McDonnell & Elmore, 1987).
In conclusion, identifying students and creating Section 504 plans continues to be
a challenge for schools and districts and a barrier for student learning (Arsenault, 2003;
Madaus & Shaw, 2006, 2007; Rosenfeld, 1999; Shaw et al., 2012; Smith, 2002; Zirkel,
2003). There are inconsistencies related to how students are determined to be eligible
under Section 504 (Holler & Zirkel, 2008; Madaus & Shaw, 2007). Many feel Section
504 implementation, policies, and practices have been largely ignored in the K-12
education system for more than 20 years (Madaus & Shaw, 2006; Rosenfeld, 1999;
Smith, 2002). Many public school districts including teachers are still confused about the
policy (Arsenault, 2003; Madaus & Shaw, 2006, 2007; Shaw et al., 2012; Zirkel, 2003).
A strong social infrastructure and detailed information must be given to staff to
implement policy successfully (Duke, 2011; Maduas & Shaw, 2008; Taylor, 2002). And
lastly, Section 504 is an unfunded mandate and these policies often fail for lack of
knowledge and skills (McDonnell & Elmore, 1987). Therefore, due to these described
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obstacles, the Americans with Disabilities Act Amendments Act of 2008 is not being
implemented with consistency in all school districts. However, researchers have not yet
investigated the role of education leaders, specifically Section 504 Coordinators, and
their position on how they create and provide uniformity of the five requirements of the
Office of Civil Rights, and to whether these education leaders have specific methods to
help with the implementation of this policy, nor have they investigated it using a case
study approach.
Purpose and Research Questions
The purpose of this qualitative study is to describe and interpret the processes,
tools, and procedures Section 504 Coordinators use to create and provide uniformity for
implementing Section 504 requirements across their districts. The following list of
research questions is addressed:
1. What do Section 504 Coordinators indicate regarding how well their district has
processes, tools, and procedures in place to ensure the following five federal
Section 504 requirement are created and implemented in a uniform way across
their district: (a) identifying and locating students, (b) providing a free and
appropriate public education, (c) evaluation and placement procedures, (d)
procedural safeguards, and (e) affording children with Section 504 plans an equal
opportunity to participate in nonacademic and extra-curricular services and
activities?
2. What aspects of creating and implementing such processes, tools and procedures
across their district have been the easiest or most difficult to implement, and why?
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3. What is the percent of students with disabilities, including those meeting the
Section 504 criteria, being served in these districts, and how does this compare
with the expected percent of students with such disabilities? What connections, if
any, can be made between a district’s percentage of students served with Section
504 plans and processes, tools, and procedures?
Methods
An exploratory approach was used to describe and interpret the processes, tools,
and procedures Section 504 Coordinators use to create and provide uniformity of the five
Section 504 requirements across their district. The public school districts in my study are
similar in geographic region, but vary in terms of size, demographics, student
achievement levels, and social-economic status. This qualitative study utilizes
methodologies associated with a case study approach to select data sources, design
interview protocols, and collect and analyze data.
Qualitative research uses the natural setting as the source of data, involves the
researcher acting as the “human instrument” of data collection, uses inductive data
analysis, and results in a different type of knowledge than quantitative inquiry (Hoepfl,
1997). Through qualitative research, I was able to gather different perspectives of
different populations and capture a more complete story (Creswell, 2012; Patton, 2002).
Significance
My study is significant to parents who have children with disabilities who do not
qualify for special education services and need accommodations and modifications to be
successful in school. For instance, in order for a student to qualify for special education
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services under the area of “learning disabilities,” there are strict eligibility requirements a
student must possess.
According to the 2006 IDEA regulations (§300.307) concerning SLD, each state
must adopt criteria for determining whether a child has a specific learning
disability as defined by §300.8 (c)(10), requiring that states
1. Must not require the use of severe discrepancy between intellectual ability and
achievement for determining whether a child has a specific learning disability as
defined in §300.8 (c)(10);
2. Must permit the use of a process based on the child’s response to scientific,
research-based intervention; and
3. May permit the use of other alternative research based procedures for
determining whether a child has a specific learning disability as defined in §300.8
(c)(10); (IDEA, 20 U.S.C.§ 1414 (b)(6)(A). (as cited in Schultz et al, 2006, p. 87)
A student could still qualify for a Section 504 plan and receive the needed
accommodations such as having tests read to them or extended time on assessments. In
another situation, a student who has been diagnosed with Attention Deficit/Hyperactivity
Disorder, might need to sit in close proximity to the teacher or have clarification of
directions. These accommodations are all a student may need in order to be successful in
school.
With the primary intent of Section 504 plans being to protect persons with
documented disabilities, my study is also significant for civil rights advocates. Section
504 plans are written on an individual basis and may include academic accommodations
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and modifications a student may need in order to make adequate progress in a classroom.
Equality/equity guarantees that all people, regardless of their race, ethnic origin, sex, and
socio-economic status, have similar opportunities, including education. Section 504
plans are trying to “level the playing field” for students who would not qualify for special
education, but need some extra assistance either in or out of the classroom.
My study is also significant to policymakers who look to protect individuals.
There are two general ideologies, liberalism and conservatism, that combine societal
values and beliefs with the role of government ideals. Bierlein (1993) states, “the goal of
liberalism is to enhance social equality, specifically for the poor and powerless, through
reliance of a strong central government” (p. 4). Therefore, liberals tend to support
Section 504 plans because they offer expanding opportunities for all students through
curriculum that includes accommodations and modifications when needed.
Conservatives, on the other hand, value individual freedom and personal responsibility,
often at the expense of equity (Bierlein, 1993).
Overall, the results of my study contribute to our understanding of the
requirements of Section 504 of the Americans with Disabilities Act Amendments Act of
2008. This could be beneficial to school districts, as well as their Section 504
coordinators.
Conceptual Framework
My conceptual framework is outlined in four main boxes (Figure 1). The first
box highlights the research in the areas of Section 504 and public policy implementation.
The second box explains the five specific requirements of Section 504 by the Office of
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Civil Rights. These include (a) identifying and locating students, (b) providing a free and
appropriate public education, (c) evaluation and placement procedures, (d) procedural
safeguards, and (e) affording children with Section 504 plans an equal opportunity to
participate in nonacademic and extra-curricular services and activities. The third box
features my research questions in my study, and the fourth and final box outlines the
processes, tools, and procedures Section 504 Coordinators use across their districts to
implement Section 504 requirements. The arrows throughout the conceptual framework
depicts how I studied Section 504, the five requirements, and how Coordinators are
creating and providing uniformity of Section 504 requirements across their districts.

Conceptual Framework
What do we already know
about Section 504?
Three generations of
public policy and
implementation research.

Office of Civil Rights (1999); 5
specific requirements of Section
504:
1. Undertake annually to
identify and locate all children
with disabilities who are
unserved;
2. Provide a “free appropriate
public education” to each
student with disabilities,
regardless of the nature or
severity of the disability;
3. Establish nondiscriminatory
evaluation and placement
procedures ;
4. Establish procedural
safeguards;
5. Afford children with
disabilities an equal opportunity
to participate in nonacademic
and extra-curricular services and
activities.

Research Questions
1. What do Section 504 Coordinators
indicate regarding how well their districts
have processes, tools, and procedures in
place to ensure the following five federal
Section 504 requirements are created and
implemented in a uniform way across their
district: (a) identifying and locating
students, (b) providing a free and
appropriate public education, (c)
evaluation and placement procedures, (d)
procedural safeguards, and (e) affording
children with Section 504 plans an equal
opportunity to participate in nonacademic
and extra-curricular services and
activities?

Outcome:
1.Processes
2.Tools
3.Procedures

2. What aspects of creating and
implementing such processes, tools, and
procedures across their districts have been
the easiest or most difficult to implement,
and why?
3. What is the percent of students with
disabilities, including those meeting the
Section 504 criteria, being served in these
districts, and how does this compare with
the expected percent of students with such
disabilities? What connections, if any, can
be made between a district’s percentage of
students served with Section 504 plans and
the processes, tools, and procedures.

Figure 1. Conceptual framework for Breault-Cannon’s (2014) study.
22

23

Summary
In summary, this chapter introduced the new provisions of Section 504 of the
Americans with Disabilities Act Amendments Act of 2008. It also clarified the
differences between special education and Section 504 and introduced public policy
implementation. It detailed five problems associated with implementing the 504 policy
and provided the purpose and research questions associated with this study.
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CHAPTER II
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
In this chapter, I discuss legislation pertaining to students with disabilities which
included The Rehabilitation Act of 1973, The Education of All Handicapped Children Act
of 1975 (EHA), and The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) of 1990. A
key distinction between IDEA/Public Law 94-142 (Education of All Handicapped
Children Act) and Section 504 is a specific difference between students who are eligible
for Section 504 plans and students who receive special education services. This chapter
also discusses the research regarding general public policy implementation, as well as,
Section 504 research and its implementation.
Rights for Students with Disabilities
Public Schools in the United States have a unique responsibility to meet the needs
of all school children. Since the middle of the 20th century, the federal government has
taken many steps to ensure that public schools meet the needs of all students, regardless
of a student’s race, gender, or disability. There have been several acts focused on meeting
the needs of students with disabilities including The Rehabilitation Act of 1973, which
defines a broader definition of a student with a disability; The Education for All
Handicapped Children Act (EHA) of 1975, the first federal law ensuring public schools
provide a free and appropriate education with students with disabilities; and The
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act of 1990 (IDEA of 1990), revised and
renamed from EHA which ensures improvements to special education and inclusion
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(Figure I). Figure I outlines the differences and similarities between special education
and Section 504.

- School District
responsible for
providing free
appropriate education
-Least Restrictive
Environment
-Operating guidelines
- Evaluation

Figure 2. Venn Diagram: Special Education and Section 504.
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Section 504 of The Rehabilitation Act of 1973
While The Education of All Handicapped Children Act of 1975 (EHA), and IDEA
of 1990 ensure a free appropriate public education to qualified students, Section 504 of
the The Rehabilitation Act of 1973 was written to ensure all people with disabilities are
protected in the school setting and with employment and housing opportunities. Section
501 of Public Law 93-122, The Rehabilitation Act of 1973, was created to ensure
affirmative action in employment and non-discrimination because of handicapping
conditions. The Act was amended in 1974, 1978, 1984, and most recently 2008 to
broaden the definition of a disability.
The Rehabilitation Act of 1973 has four key sections that pertain to federal
agencies or programs that receive federal funding: Section 501 requires affirmative
action and nondiscrimination in employment by Federal agencies of the executive
branch; Section 503 requires affirmative action and prohibits employment discrimination
by Federal government contractors and subcontractors with contracts of more than
$10,000; Section 508 establishes requirements for electronic and information technology
developed, maintained, procured, or used by the Federal government; and specifically,
Section 504 guarantees certain rights to individuals with disabilities, including the right
to full participation and access to a free and appropriate public education to all children
regardless of the nature or severity of the disability.
“Section 504 is a broad civil rights law which protects the rights of individuals
with handicaps in programs and activities that receive assistance from the U.S.
Department of Education” (Arsenault, 2003, p. 12). This section of the Rehabilitation
Act of 1973 reads as follows: ''No otherwise qualified handicapped individual...shall,
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solely by reason of his handicap, be excluded from the participation in, be denied the
benefits of or be subjected to discrimination under any program or activity receiving
Federal financial assistance'' (Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 Regulations).
There are seven subparts of regulations of the Section 504:
A. General provisions
B. Employment practices
C. Program accessibility
D. Preschool, elementary, and secondary education
E. Postsecondary education
F. Health, welfare, and social services
G. Procedures
Public schools focus mainly on subparts B, C, and D: employment practices, program
accessibility, and preschool, elementary, and secondary education.
Under Section 504 students are afforded a Free and Appropriate Public Education
(FAPE), which includes:
(a) education services designed to meet the individual education needs of students
with disabilities as adequately as the needs of nondisabled students are met;
(b) the education of each student with a disability with nondisabled students, to
the maximum extent appropriate to the needs of the student with a disability;
(c) evaluation and placement procedures established to guard against
misclassification or inappropriate placement of students, and a periodic
reevaluation of students who have been provided special education or related
services; and
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(d) establishment of due process procedures that enable parents and guardians to:
receive required notices; review their child’s records; and challenge
identification, evaluation and placement decisions (U.S. Department of
Education, 2010, para. #8).
Unlike IDEA that has specific criteria to qualify a student for special education
services, Section 504 leaves some interpretation of eligibility up to the school district. In
order to qualify for a Section 504 plan, school districts look at a three-prong test for
eligibility. First, a student must have a record of a physical or mental impairment;
second, an impairment must affect a major life activity; and third, the impairment must
substantially limit the major life activity (Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973,
29 U.S.C. 794, 2007). The school district must send the parent or guardians of the
student an invitation to attend a Section 504 meeting to determine eligibility. This notice
includes a copy of the procedural safeguards that outline the rights of the parent, the
process of eligibility, what to do if the two parties disagree, and the review procedure.
Section 504 requires that a group of knowledgeable persons, known as the Section
504 team, establish whether or not an impairment exists. A non-discriminatory,
eligibility determination is made by this team that includes the building Section 504
coordinator, parents, student (when appropriate), general education teacher, and could
also include the guidance counselor and school psychologist. These knowledgeable
persons are able to either help interpret the evaluation data, discuss specific
accommodations the student needs in the classroom, or discuss the placement options in
the school. There are multiple statistical sources the Section 504 team must use to
establish eligibility. The team may look at grades and academic history, the student’s
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achievement and aptitude test data, psychological and/or medical reports, information
from the parent and/or student, and input from school personnel, specifically the teacher,
guidance counselor, administrator, and school psychologist.
After a student has been found eligible or a “qualified disabled person” under
Section 504, the team makes the determination on whether a plan must be written. A
Section 504 plan contains accommodations that bring a student with a substantially
limiting physical or mental impairment to the same starting point as a non-disabled
student. The goal is to provide an equitable starting point, keeping in mind that students’
finishing points are not always the same. These accommodations should be both
reasonable and directly related to the student’s documented disability. Examples of
accommodations include: extended time on tests and quizzes, tests and quizzes taken in a
small group setting, shortened assignments, clarification of directions, simplifying longterm assignments, and preferential seating. Students under 504 should be with nondisabled students to the maximum extent appropriate. They should also be in a placement
that is located closest to their homes. If there is a separate school for disabled students
under Section 504, that school must be similar to the public school where non-disabled
students go. There are no guidelines outlining how often Section 504 plans should be
reviewed.
Parents and guardians are entitled to a due process hearing if they disagree with
the identification, evaluation, or placement for their student, and entitled to have an
attorney at the hearing. However, the school makes the rules for how the hearing is
conducted. The hearing officer cannot work for the school
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Section 504 laws do not have highly defined regulations; nor does the law have
the same rules for monitoring of students, as the special education laws. A state’s
Department of Education does not have the authority to monitor or investigate complaints
about Section 504. Instead, Section 504 is enforced by the U.S. Office of Civil Rights.
“The Office of Civil Rights receives complaints from parents, students or advocates,
conducts agency initiated compliance reviews, and provides technical assistance to
school districts, parents or advocates” (Office of Civil Rights, 2011, page 3). The OCR
investigates the complaints and in some cases,
will attempt to bring the school district into voluntary compliance through
negotiation of a corrective action agreement. If OCR is unable to achieve
voluntary compliance, OCR will initiate enforcement action. OCR may: (1)
initiate administrative proceedings to terminate Department of Education financial
assistance to the recipient; or (2) refer the case to the Department of Justice for
judicial proceedings. (Office of Civil Rights, 2011, p. 4)
Students who qualify for Section 504 plans have an equal opportunity to
participate in nonacademic and extra-curricular services and activities.
Under the latest rules, schools must tweak traditional programs to give qualified
disabled students a shot at playing as long as they can do it without fundamentally
changing the sport or giving anyone an advantage. For instance, a visual aid for a
hearing impaired runner would be easy to implement, while adding a fifth base to
a baseball field to shorten running distance would be considered too big of a
change. (Connor, 2013, para. 7)
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The Education of All Handicapped Children Act (EHA) of 1975
There is one line of legislation that ensures the rights and protections of special
education students, The Education of All Handicapped Children Acts (EHA) of 1975
(now known as the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) of 2004). This
legislation was created to ensure all special education students would be guaranteed an
education.
The EHA or Public Law 94-142, was passed in 1975 and significantly expanded
the educational rights of children and youth with disabilities. EHA stated that a free
appropriate public education (FAPE) would be available for all handicapped children
aged 3 to 21. These regulations also stated that before a child can be placed in a special
education program and receive services, an extensive evaluation procedure is required.
The child must be evaluated using the following criteria:
•

whether a child has a physical or mental disability that substantially limits
learning

•

the possible causes of a child's disability

•

strengths and weaknesses of a child in physical, emotional, social, vocational
and intellectual areas

•

the educational diagnosis category that best describes a child's disability

•

the special services, instructional techniques and other interventions that the
child needs

•

the appropriate instructional placement for the child

•

reasonable predictions of the child's academic, social and vocational potential
(P.L. 94-142)
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The school is required to receive written permission from the parent before
conducting an evaluation of the child. Once the child's evaluation is complete, a multidisciplinary team (MET) is held to determine if the student qualifies for special
education. The MET team consists of the school’s administrator, school psychologist,
parent, general education teacher, and special education teacher. Required members are
disability specific.
Through EHA, there are specific criteria to determine if a child qualifies for
special education. In Michigan, there are 13 areas a student can qualify for special
education services including: autism spectrum disorder, deaf-blindness, hearing impaired,
mentally impaired, severely multiple impairment, physical impairment, orthopedic
impairment, other health impairment, emotional impairment, specific learning disability,
speech and language impairment, traumatic brain injury, and visual impairment.
If it is determined that the child is indeed eligible for placement in special
education, an Individual Education Plan (IEP) must be written to meet the needs of that
child. An interdisciplinary team is formed to write the child's IEP. Under the Education
of All Handicapped Children’s Act (1975), the team should, at a minimum, consist of a
representative of the local school district, the child's teachers and the child's parents. It
also stipulates that certain information needs to be included in the IEP: specifically, a
statement of the child's present level of educational performance; the annual goals,
including short term instructional objectives; the precise special education and related
services to be provided for the child and the extent to which the child will be able to
participate in regular education program; the projected dates for initiation of services and
anticipated duration of services; and the appropriate objective criteria and assessment
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procedures, as well as a schedule for determining, on an at least annual basis, whether the
short term instructional objectives are being met.
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) of 1990
Revised and renamed from EHA, The Individuals with Disabilities Act of 1990
(IDEA) ensures improvements to special education and inclusion; “The Individuals with
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) was established by the government to ensure that
children with disabilities have instruction that meets their unique needs. The IDEA is the
federal law that requires public schools to provide a Free Appropriate Public Education to
children with disabilities (IDEA, 1997). IDEA has been reauthorized and amended a
number of times, most recently in December 2004. Significant amendments to IDEA
include: transitional services for students, which help bridge the gap from school to
adulthood; assistive technology services, which could include any devices from
calculators, tape recorder, pencil grip, and larger pencils to closed circuit television, FM
systems, augmentative communication devices, sound field systems, alternative computer
access, and specialized software; and rehabilitation counseling and social work. These
rights, under the law, were also expanded to more fully include children with autism and
traumatic brain injury (Federal Laws Governing Education for Exceptional Students,
n.d.).
In IDEA, a free appropriate public education (FAPE) means special education and
related services that:
•

are provided to children and youth with disabilities at public expense, under
public supervision and direction, and without charge;

•

meet the standards of the State educational agency (SEA), including the

35
requirements of IDEA;
•

include preschool, elementary school, or secondary school education in the
State involved; and

•

are provided in keeping with an individualized education program (IEP) that
meets the requirements of IDEA. (National Dissemination Center for Children
with Disabilities, 2009, p. 3).

Major Differences in IDEA/PL 94-142 (Special Education) and Section 504
The relationship between Section 504 and the Individuals with Disabilities
Education Act (IDEA) of 2004, commonly known as the “Special Education” law, can be
challenging. Both laws involve students with disabilities because all students who qualify
as “disabled” under IDEA (Special Education) are considered to also be disabled under
Section 504. In other words, Section 504 covers all the disability categories identified by
the IDEA (Cortiella & Kaloi, 2009). Also, in both Section 504 and IDEA (2004), it is the
school district’s responsibility to provide a free appropriate education—to place students
with disabilities in the least restrictive environment as often as possible. Districts must
also develop operating guidelines to identify, locate and serve all students, as well as
evaluate and accommodate their students. However, differences also exist.
In order for public schools to receive federal funds, states must develop and
implement policies that assure a free appropriate public education to all children
including those with disabilities ages three through 21 (Individuals with Disabilities
Education Act of 1997). This can be accomplished through special education services or
Section 504 plans.
While many people believe special education and Section 504 are
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interchangeable, four major differences exist: (a) enforcement, (b) financial assistance,
(c) definition of a handicap, and (d) age requirements.
The enforcement of IDEA/PL 94-142 ‘is administered by the Office of Special
Education of the U.S. Department of Education and each state department of
education that subscribes to PL 94142. Section 504 enforcement, because Section
504 is a civil statute, is the responsibility of the Office for Civil Rights of the U.S.
Department of Education.’ (Federal Laws Governing Education for Exceptional
Students, 2008, para. 21)
Under IDEA (2004), school districts are provided federal financial assistance in
the form of grants to support the education of handicapped children and to aid in
monitoring the related services and programs. Section 504, on the other hand, does not
furnish federal funds for implementation of its requirements (Federal Laws Governing
Education for Exceptional Students, n.d.), which, as a Civil Rights Law, includes a broad
ranges of issues, such as employment discrimination, education at all levels, accessibility,
and populations.
The definition of "appropriate education" under Section 504 is different than
under IDEA. Under Section 504, "appropriate education" means an education that is
comparable to (or similar to) the education that non-disabled students receive in the
school district. The quality of services a student with a Section 504 plan receives must be
equal to those services non-disabled students receive in the school. The student's teacher
must be trained in how to teach a disabled student and must have appropriate materials
and equipment for the student to use (KidsLegal, 2007).
Section 504, is broader in its definition of a disability than IDEA, which lists
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thirteen specific categories of a disability. As a result, Section 504 protects a much wider
population of students with disabilities, including actual and perceived disabilities. “This
definition includes persons who may be amputees, temporarily handicapped, wheelchairbound or have cancer or other serious physical diseases that do not need special education
services” (Messina, 2009, para. 23). Section 504 provides another means for ensuring that
individuals with disabilities, no matter what the disability, receive the education to which
they are entitled (Federal Laws Governing Education for Exceptional Students, n.d.).
Under Section 504, an individual with a disability is one who has a physical or mental
impairment, which substantially limits one or more major life activities, has a record of
such an impairment, or is regarded as having such an impairment.
Finally, IDEA/ PL 94-142 is more specific than Section 504 in that it specifie[s]
the ages when services must be provided. Special education students are covered from
aged 3 to 21 years old (Federal Laws Governing Education for Exceptional Children,
2008) and Section 504 covers all persons with a disability from discrimination in
educational settings based solely on their disability (National Center for Learning
Disabilities, 2014).
Policy Implementation
Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 is a public policy that is being
implemented in school districts across the United States.
Creation of Educational Policy
The framers of the Constitution formed the United States on the belief that we are
a republic, a system in which the people choose representatives who, in turn, make policy
decisions on their behalf (ThisNation.com, 2010). State and federal representatives, on
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any given day, are voting on public policies that could affect issues such as housing,
small businesses, health care, and education. “Public policy is the dynamic and value
laden process through which a political system handles a public problem. It includes a
government’s expressed intentions and official enactments as well as its consistent
patterns of activity and inactivity” (Fowler, 2009, p. 3). Public policy is instrumental in
setting guidelines, outlining rule and regulations, and/or developing laws.
In order for a public policy to be formed, there is a series of steps (Fowler, 2009).
First, the idea or bill has to be placed on the policy agenda, which is set by presidents,
governors, and legislators. The bill is then developed by members of legislative staff,
lawyers, or advocacy groups who support the legislation. The advocacy groups—
sometimes called think tanks—are organizations, institutes, corporations, groups, or
individuals that conduct research and engage in advocacy for public policy
(SourceWatch, 2010).
Hope (2002) states,
Those who vote policies into law are not the ones who will assume responsibility
for making the policies work in the social context. In general, once policy is
enacted at the state level, it makes its way to bureaucrats in the Department of
Education, who then translate it into implementation language. When the policy
is codified and infused with specifics, local implementers must then transform the
policy into a reality consistent with the ideals of policymakers” (p. 40).
Therefore, if a policy is adopted by the appropriate legislative body, it still must be
translated to and implemented at the grassroots level.
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Policy Implementation in Public School Districts
Additionally, at the implementation level, research suggests that often new
policies are either not implemented at all, or modified and their implementation almost
never matches the original policy intent (Fowler, 2009). Policy execution may not match
policy intent because lawmakers (policy creators) do not have time to share their intent,
conception or premise of the new policy; it is the job of the Department of Education to
develop a structure and needed explanations. Once information on the policy is created,
school districts must decide how to implement the policy in their school setting and
disseminate this information to staff.
According to McDonnell and Elmore (1987), there are four generic classes of
instruments that are used to change behaviors to achieve a policy goal. These tools are a
means to drive implementation, and include: (a) inducements, “transfer money to
individuals or agencies in return for certain actions;” (b) capacity building, “the transfer
of money for the purpose of investment in material, intellectual, or human resources;” (c)
system- changing, “transfers official authority among individuals and agencies in order to
alter the system by which public goods and services are delivered;” and (d) mandates,
“rules governing the action of individuals and agencies, and are intended to produce
compliance” (McDonnell & Elmore, 1987, p. 138). In a public school district, examples
of local and federal mandates would include No Child Left Behind, school districts
offering all-day kindergarten, and the Americans with Disabilities Act Amendments Act,
specifically Section 504 plans.
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Mandates
“Mandates are often called regulations or regulatory policy, and are often
applied to specific individuals or groups to achieve a goal” (Torres, 2008, p. 16).
“Mandates assume (a) that the required action is something all individuals and agencies
should be expected to do, regardless of their different capacities, and (b) that the required
actions would not occur, or would not occur with the frequency or consistency specified
by the policy, in the absence of explicit prescription” (McDonnell & Elmore, 1987, p.
140). Sometimes there are costs to a mandate that include the enforcement, compliance,
and avoidance.
In regards to Section 504 plans, this unfunded mandate is carried out through the
district’s Section 504 coordinator and in some cases, the Office of Civil Rights. Mandates
also contain certain language requiring a certain behavior for all people and a penalty for
those who fail to comply. Many times the imposition of new mandates seems the most
feasible option because it appears relatively inexpensive and presumably sends a clear
signal about what policymakers expect from those being regulated. As a result,
"mandates...often fail for lack of knowledge, skill, or competence rather than the will
to comply" (McDonnell & Elmore, 1987, p. 9). Mandates also contain certain language
requiring a certain behavior for all people and a penalty for those who fail to comply.
Spillane (2000) would recommend that those who would like to bring about a
major reform in classroom practice should bear in mind that the leaders of the
implementation effort, as well as the teachers in their classrooms, must learn to
understand the deep meaning of the reform, and this new learning may require
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considerable time and effort on the part of everyone involved (Fowler 2009). Spillane et
al. (2000) found,
when faced with a new situation, people naturally draw on their already formed
schemas to interpret it. As they do so, they are likely to seize on aspects of the
new situation that resemble their past experiences and to overlook aspects of it
which do not readily fit into their preexisting schemas. They are especially likely
to focus on superficial or concrete aspects of the new experience, while
overlooking its deeper and less obvious components.” (p. 279)
These suggestions are important to ensure students who qualify for Section 504 plans are
receiving their needed accommodations. Administrators and classroom teachers need to
have proper training and information related to Section 504 plans.
Successful Policy Implementation
On a daily basis public policy is implemented in the public school setting with
special education laws, Title IX, graduation requirements, fire and safety codes, and state
and district rules regarding school day, week, and year (Fowler, 2009). The review of
literature relating to successful policy implementation at the local level uncovered a
number of themes or factors including: (a) the power of the formal implementers, (b) the
importance of staff to understand the intent of policies, (c) the principal’s ability to
motivate staff, (d) the importance of staff development, and (e) how district
administrators are important in mobilizing local support for the successful
implementation of state and federal policy (Berman & McLaughlin, 1977; David, 1990;
Elmore & McLaughlin, 1988; Fowler, 2009; Fullan, 1991; Hope 2002).
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Fowler (2009) identified the power of the formal implementers as, “officials who
have the legal authority to see that a new policy is put into effect” and intermediaries as,
“implementers to whom the formal implementers delegate the responsibility to help with
implementation” and who are the major players in implementing policies (p. 270). In a
school district, formal implementers are the superintendent, and possibly, other central
office administrators, while the intermediaries could be identified as the classroom
teachers and professional staff (Fowler, 2009; Hope 2002).
“Successful implementation depends on developing and maintaining both the will
and the capacity of the intermediaries” (Fowler, 2009, p. 270). A main component of will
is motivation and it is important for administration to encourage the intermediaries during
the policy implementation process (Rowan, 1983). Without encouragement, policies will
not be implemented with fidelity, and will ultimately be unsuccessful.
In two different studies on the importance of staff to understand the intent of
policies, Spillane (1999; 2002) outlines this theme. In his first study, Spillane and Zeuli
(1999) investigated teachers' mathematics practice in the context of recent national, state,
and local efforts to reform mathematics education in nine Michigan school districts which
included 25 classrooms. This mixed method study gathered information through surveys,
questionnaires, and observations and documented the “progress of recent reform
proposals in practice, focusing on key dimensions of practice as identified in the reform
literature” (p. 2). Spillane and Zeuli found that reform-oriented mathematics was found
in each of the 25 classrooms but they were varied with three patterns of mathematics
instruction and “suggests a key challenge for policymakers is enabling teachers to
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understand the reform ideas, and that raises new issues for the design of policy” (p. 20).
In another study, Spillane et al. (2002) focused on the role of the school
administrator in implementing policies and how the principals interpret the policies. This
four-year, longitudinal study of elementary school leadership focused on eight Chicago
elementary schools. Information was gathered through observations, interviews of
teachers and administrators, and videotapes of leadership practice. Spillane found that
“when faced with the threat of closure or probation due to unacceptable student test
performance, as defined by the school district, schools are likely to pay attention to policy
proposals. More specifically, our account illuminates how school leaders, because of their
position as middlemen between teachers and district offices, play the role of sense-maker
with respect to accountability policies” (p. 755).
In another study on successful policy implementation at the local level, Hope
(2002) focused on the principal’s ability to motive staff. Hope found the administrator
must be able to embrace the policy, understand the policy, support the policy and
communicate the policy to staff.
Principals can be (a) initiators; they get projects started, (b) innovators; they
develop new ideas, (c) motivators; they exhort others to reach goals and
objectives, (d) calculators; they plan for programs and activities, and (e)
communicators; they disseminate information. Principals are indispensable when
it comes to the effective implementation of educational policy. (p. 40)
Hope (2002) also found that staff development is an important part of this process
and must contain the why, what, and how of the policy, so that the professional staff has
the tools they need to implement the policy.
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As a result of these findings, Hope (2002) encourages principals to use summative
and formative assessments to assess policy implementation. When teachers and staff
know their implementation will be evaluated, and evidence will be collected and
collaborated, then policy implementation is more successful. It is important to remember
that teachers must be viewed as partners working in an environment of collaboration
where they are concerned with both implementation and the evaluation of programs and
approaches that are being implemented (O'Neil, 1995).
Finally, Fullan (1991) identified how district administrators are important in
mobilizing local support for the successful implementation of state and federal policy.
When a new policy or program is implemented, Fullan found external change agents,
community support, and ongoing training as important pieces in the process. Billingsley
(1993) supports this finding, reporting that when teachers’ professional expertise is
recognized, when they are encouraged to be involved in decision-making, and when they
are allowed to use professional discretion, then their motivation, confidence, and
commitment to policy or program implementation is enhanced.
Teachers are the main implementers of educational policy. Teachers generally
will resist change when they (a) do not understand the implications of a policy, (b) have
not received sufficient information regarding its purpose, and (c) do not know how it is to
be implemented. Those who are to implement a policy must know its intent and how it is
to be accomplished. Therefore, teachers and staff must receive detailed information to
whenever new policy is introduced. Hope (2002) recommends organizations provide staff
development for successful policy implementation, provide encouragement for policy
implementation, and monitor and evaluate policy implementation. Jayroe (2002) suggests
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when teachers do become involved in decision-making, they seek an understanding of
their roles and how they contribute to the overall effectiveness of the school and the
school system (Norton, 1999).
Obstacles to Policy Implementation
According to Hope (2002), there are many obstacles associated with transforming
educational policy into practice including: “implementers’ indifferences or apathy toward
the policy, lack of resources, insufficient time for implementation, and disagreement
about how to achieve results” (Hope, 2002, p. 43). In education, the local implementers
are the school board, the superintendent, and especially principals and teachers. The
introduction of a new policy into a school creates anxiety and concern among teachers
and staff. "What is expected of me?" is a question that takes center stage for teachers and
staff. A new policy may entail the shifting or reestablishment of priorities. When
priorities change, it is sometimes difficult to generate enthusiasm and redirect efforts,
when commitment and resources had been focused on another plan or program.
Implementing agents and agencies also often lack the capacity—the knowledge, skills,
personnel, and other resources—necessary to work in ways that are consistent with policy
(Firestone, 1988; Fullan, 1991; McLaughlin, 1990).
Duke’s (2011) small case study at the secondary level identified that in order to
have successful policy implementation leaders need to make sense of policy for teachers
and educate them on the changes. “When a school leader ‘makes sense’ of policy for
teachers, they can persuade and influence staff to ‘undermine…inequality’” (Fulcher,
1989, p. 259). Also, it is important that relevant professional learning opportunities,
collaborative curriculum planning, and delivery are provided for teachers. Having these
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learning opportunities gives teachers the opportunity to work closer together, make sense
of new policies, and implement them with enthusiasm and fidelity.
Policy Implementation and Section 504 Plans
The implementation of public policy, specifically, Section 504 plans, is a journey
that has been around since the legislation was passed in 1973. Unlike special education,
where schools receive federal funding to provide remedial services, Section 504 requires
that schools not discriminate based on a student’s disability and must provide appropriate
accommodations, but schools receive no additional financial support to provide support
services or auxiliary aids.
Many feel the Section 504 implementation, policies, and practices have been
largely ignored in the K-12 education system for more than 20 years (Madaus & Shaw,
2006; Rosenfeld, 1999; Smith, 2001). These same individuals feel that the requirements
of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act met the needs of all students with
disabilities (Madaus & Shaw, 2006; Sergi, 2000).
Holler and Zirkel (2008) found the literature on Section 504 “consist of two main
categories: (a) the differences in the implementation of Section 504 in various types and
levels of public schools and (b) the application of the three part eligibility definition for
Section 504 and the uses or abuses of this definition” (p. 22). They found that there is a
“direct and significant association between Section 504 plans and the affluence of the
families who secure them” (Holler & Zirkel, 2008, p. 24). Students from upper income
families had more resources to “purchase a disability diagnosis” and receive
accommodations on the SAT or ACT. “Large inner-city high schools have neither
resources nor time for sophisticated diagnosis and services” (Gross, 2002, p. 2). For
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example, not one student in the 10 Los Angeles urban high schools reportedly received
extra time or accommodations on the SAT (Weiss, 2000).
This is supported by a quantitative study, in which Madaus and Shaw (2007)
examined responses from 259 school-based professionals (general education teachers,
school administrators, school counselors, school psychologists, social workers, and
special education teachers) in one northeastern state to measure current practices for the
implementation of Section 504 in schools. The survey instrument used was broken down
into two sections—the first section related to overall Section 504 practices and the second
section asked “respondents to rate how 13 aspects of Section 504 compliance [were]
carried out in their school using a 5-point Likert-type scale” (p. 366).
Madaus and Shaw found that only 86% of the school districts had a formal written
Section 504 policy.
Of the remaining respondents, 12% indicated that they did not know if such a
policy was in place. A total of 97% reported that their school used an established
and consistent written Section 504 plan. In addition, 65% reported that their
district had an appointed Section 504 coordinator, whereas 23% did not know and
12% selected no. (Madaus & Shaw, 2007, pp. 370 & 371)
In this study, Madaus and Shaw also asked the respondents when they last received inservice training related to Section 504 and the majority of the respondents (28%)
indicated “never;” 16% noted training occurred during the present school year; 21%
received training in the last academic year, and 35% received training more than two
years ago. There were also some inconsistencies related to how students were determined
to be eligible under Section 504. Only 54% of the respondents indicated that a disability
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must be diagnosed for a student to be eligible to receive services and 61% indicated that a
significant impairment to a major life function must be established. Madaus and Shaw
suggested further research studies should focus on how training on Section 504 is
provided in preparation of school personnel and presenting a study on Section 504 on a
national level.
Another exploratory study Madaus and Shaw (2006) conducted, from the
perspective of district-wide administrators, was how school districts were implementing
Section 504 policies. Using a survey instrument, Madaus and Shaw sent an email to each
special education director (n= 154) in one northeastern state, which described the purpose
of the study and a link to nine item questions. Fifty-five percent of the sample (N=85)
responses were collected from both rural and urban school districts. Madaus and Shaw
“found that nearly 79% of the districts reported having a formal Section 504 policy in
place, 20% of reporting districts did not have a formal policy in place and the districts
that had a policy in place 91% reported that these policies were put into place within the
past ten years, and nearly 50% of these established in the past three years” (p. 51).
Unfortunately, “only two-thirds (68%) of the reporting districts indicated maintaining a
district-wide, centralized database, while 13% reported maintaining such data at the local
school level only” (Madaus & Shaw, 2006, p. 54).
Based on the federal guidelines, every school district must have a Section 504
coordinator. This person is usually an administrator, a district principal either at the
elementary or secondary level, or the special education director who also serves as the
Section 504 coordinator. Madaus and Shaw (2006) also found the responsibility of the
Section 504 coordinator often fell to the special education director in 66% of the
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reporting districts. Madaus and Shaw (2007) “found 100 different job titles were
specified; most frequently principals or assistant principals (18%), guidance or school
counselors (17%), and school psychologists (9%)” (p. 371). Since that are no federal
guidelines outlining the creation of Section 504 plans, Madaus and Shaw (2007) found
there were variations in the manner in which districts implement this mandate. These
variations and differences occur based on the position of the Section 504 coordinator
(Madaus & Shaw, 2006; 2007). “Given that general education, special education or
related services personnel get little training regarding their role in implementing Section
504 in the schools, this should now be a critical element for staff and pre-professional
development” (Madaus & Shaw, 2006, p. 55). They also suggested further research that
examines how classroom teachers and other related service professionals work with
Section 504 policies would be beneficial.
In Taylor’s (2002) comparison case study, which explored Section 504
implementation in two middle schools in Virginia, data was gathered through document
analysis and interviews with multiple groups of informants. The overall research question
addressed through the case study was: “how is Section 504 policy implemented to serve
adolescents in two middle schools?” Three sub-questions included were: Who are the
students served under Section 504 in these middle schools? What comprises the content
of their Individualized Accommodation Plans (IAPs)? and How do administrators and
teachers describe the process with which they develop and implement Section 504
policy?
In Taylor’s (2002) study, the researcher found the purpose of Section 504 policy
was altered from the top down. Administrators indicated the purpose of Section 504 plans
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were to "level the playing field.” Central office administrators were reluctant to write
Section 504 plans, but were accurate about the purpose of 504; site administrators echoed
the central office administrators’ opinions, and teachers echoed the site administrators,
but did not have a clear understanding of the purpose of Section 504 plans. The purpose
of Section 504 varied depending on the position of the coordinator in the district. The
farther the position from central office, the more nebulous the purpose of Section 504
plans. Taylor also found “parents heavily influenced team decisions. Their participation
in and level of awareness about the Section 504 process varied simultaneously with their
level of education and the degree to which they were informed or well-represented by
advocates” (p. 223).
In one of the few Section 504 national studies, Holler and Zirkel (2008) surveyed
549 public schools in the United States to determine the national percentage of students
who are 504-only and whether there are significant differences in the percentages of 504only students based on the school’s level, setting, and wealth. Holler and Zirkel found the
national average of Section 504-only students represented approximately 1.2% of the
sample’s total students. “In contrast, governmental reports establish that 12% of public
school students receive services under the IDEA (USDE, 2003)” (Holler & Zirkel, 2008,
p. 24). The study also found school level was a statistically significant factor for 504-only
students. The secondary levels had significantly higher percentages of 504-only students
than did the elementary level (Holler & Zirkel, 2008). Furthermore, the percentage of
504-only students did not significantly differ among rural, suburban, and urban settings.
Surprisingly, there was no significant difference in the percentage of 504-only students
with respect to school wealth.
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For future studies, Holler and Zirkel (2008) recommended gathering information
on one randomly Section 504-only student. They believe “researchers may gain more
specific information and insights concerning school specific interpretations regarding the
eligibility definition. Similarly, a case study approach of carefully selected schools would
allow for more direct and in-depth information, whether for purposes of corroboration or
for comparisons as to location, wealth, and litigiousness” (p. 37).
Research supports that in order for local implementation of the new ADAAA of
2008 to be successful, two factors need to be in place. First, the school district needs to
give policy information to the teachers. Section 504 information needs to be
disseminated from the district’s Section 504 Coordinator, to the building principals, to the
teachers. A strong infrastructure needs to be in place (Duke, 2011; Madaus & Shaw,
2008; Taylor, 2002). Madaus and Shaw (2008) and Taylor (2002) highlighted the need
for effective Section 504 training. In order for teachers to implement the new ADAAA
and understand the policy, training is imperative. They recommend that training begin
with the district-wide administrators, and that on-going training should be provided to
teachers, counselors, and other professional staff members. It is important for all school
personnel to have information on Section 504 eligibility, implementation, appropriate
accommodations and writing Section 504 plans (Madaus & Shaw, 2008).
Shaw, a renowned leader in Section 504 and Senior Research Scholar on
Postsecondary Education and Disability at the University of Connecticut, has been
following the Americans with Disabilities Act Amendments Act of (ADAAA) 2008
closely and believes the new ADAAA recognizes more students should qualify for a
disability. Shaw reinforces the concept that the qualifying criteria are much broader.
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Unfortunately, many schools enacting policy and legislation related to students with
disabilities are confused about why this is needed and how it can be accomplished
effectively (King-Sears, 2008).
With the new Americans with Disabilities Act Amendment Act of 2008 being
implemented school personnel, including superintendents, principals, guidance counselor,
and teachers, need to be abreast of the changing requirements. The new ADAAA of 2008
provides a much broader definition of who is an individual with a disability and was
passed to “self-correct” the narrow interpretations of a documented disability by the
courts. ADAAA did not change the basic definition of a disability, but most significantly,
changes the manner in which a disability is interpreted.
Cortiella (2010) states,
the significant changes to Section 504 brought about by the ADAAA are likely to
have substantial impact on the policies and procedures used by elementary and
secondary schools…Section 504 experts are urging school and district
administrators to quickly review and update existing policies and procedures
regarding Section 504 implementation so as not to run afoul of the ADAAA.
(page 1)
Since there are no research studies that address the implementation of the new ADAAA
of 2008 at the district level, (Section 504 policies and procedures), this area would be
beneficial to study.
Summary
In conclusion, implementing Section 504 continues to be a challenge for schools
and districts and a barrier for student learning. In order to for some students to be
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successful in school, accommodations and modifications are needed to help with their
learning journey. In some cases, students with Section 504 plans may need extra time to
complete assignments or assessments, may need a strategic seating arrangement, or use of
an assistive technology. Difficulties can arise when Section 504 plans are not developed
so that students may receive accommodations.
The existence of a policy does not necessarily mean that schools and districts will
enact it (Fulcher, 1997). There are many obstacles associated with transforming
educational policy into practice including one being implementers’ indifferences or
apathy toward the policy, lack of resources, and insufficient time for implementation
(Hope, 2002). Another obstacle in policy implementation stems from teachers.
Researchers, over three generations of policy implementation research concerning
teaching, have found that many implementation difficulties stem from teachers never
really understanding the change and understanding how to use new pedagogy (Duke,
2011; Fowler, 2009; McDonnell & Elmore, 1987; Spillane, 1999, 2000, 2002). Teachers
become discouraged and lose their motivation to implement (Fowler, 2009). Researchers
have also found that implementation can happen, but it requires hard work and pressure
(Hope, 2002). Researchers have also found that in order to have successful policy
implementation there needs to be a strong social infrastructure including mentors,
coaches, or support networks (Duke, 2011; Madaus & Shaw, 2008; Taylor, 2002).
Teachers and staff must have detailed information and be part of the decision-making
process (Billingsley, 1993; Fowler, 2009; Jayroe, 2002).
Many feel Section 504 implementation, policies, and practices have been largely
ignored in the K-12 education system for more than 20 years (Madaus & Shaw, 2006;
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Rosenfeld, 1999; Smith, 2002). Even though Section 504 is considered an unfunded
mandate, sometimes there are costs to a mandate that include the enforcement,
compliance, and avoidance that also hamper implementation (McDonnell & Elmore,
1987).
Holler and Zirkel (2008) found there is “direct and significant association between
Section 504 plans and the affluence of the families who secure them” (p. 23) leaving in
question if all students who need such a plan are able to secure them (Gross, 2002;
Taylor, 2002; Weiss, 2000). Also, many public school districts do not have written
Section 504 policies (Madaus & Shaw, 2006, 2007) and there are inconsistencies related
to how students are determined to be eligible under Section 504 (Madaus & Shaw, 2007;
Holler & Zirkel, 2008). Literature gathered on the implementation of Section 504 plans
showed that Section 504 plans also varied based on the position of the Section 504
Coordinator (Madaus & Shaw, 2006, 2007; Taylor, 2002). The farther the position from
central office, the more nebulous the purpose of Section 504 plans (Taylor 2002).
Overall, Section 504 researchers had yet to conduct a study to find out how 504
coordinators are implementing at the district level the five specific requirements
described by the Office of Civil Rights (OCR, 1999, para.5). Therefore, the purpose of
this study is to describe and interpret the processes, tools, and procedures Section 504
Coordinators use to create and provide uniformity of Section 504 requirements across
their districts.
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CHAPTER III
METHODS
The purpose of this qualitative study is to describe and interpret the processes,
tools, and procedures Section 504 Coordinators use to create and provide uniformity for
implementing Section 504 requirements across their districts.
The following list of research questions was addressed:
1. What do Section 504 Coordinators indicate regarding how well their district has
processes, tools, and procedures in place to ensure the following five federal
Section 504 requirement are created and implemented in a uniform way across
their district: (a) identifying and locating students, (b) providing a free and
appropriate public education, (c) evaluation and placement procedures, (d)
procedural safeguards, and (e) affording children with Section 504 plans an equal
opportunity to participate in nonacademic and extra-curricular services and
activities?
2. What aspects of creating and implementing such processes, tools and procedures
across their district have been the easiest or most difficult to implement, and why?
3. What is the percent of students with disabilities, including those meeting the
Section 504 criteria, being served in these districts, and how does this compare
with the expected percent of students with such disabilities? What connections, if
any, can be made between a district’s percentage of students served with Section
504 plans and processes, tools, and procedures.
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Research Design
In order to answer these questions, I used exploratory case studies 14 public
school districts in my local county. These 14 public school districts were similar in
geographic location, but varied in terms of size, demographics, social-economic status
(SES), graduation rate, and Section 504 Coordinator.
Case studies are a strong design to explore this issue because they provide
knowledge that is more concrete and more contextual than other forms of designs (Stake,
1981). According to Creswell (2008),
A case study research is a qualitative approach in which the investigator explores
a bounded system (case) or multiple bounded systems (cases) over time, through
detailed, in-depth data collection involving multiple sources of information (for
example, observations, interviews, audiovisual material, and documents and
reports), and reports a case description and case-based themes. A case study can
be considered a methodology, strategy of inquiry, or research strategy. It involves
the study of an issue through specific cases. In case studies emphasis is placed on
the exploration and description. They rely on interviews and documents to gather
information. (p. 73)
Marshall and Rossman (2006) state “a case study involves studies focusing on
society and culture in a group, a program, or an organization typically espouses some
form of case study as a strategy. This entails immersion in the setting and rests on both
the researcher’s and the participants’ worldviews” (p. 55). Marshall and Rossman further
state “case studies take the reader into the setting with vividness and detail not typically
present in more analytic reporting formats” (p. 164). A case study may entail multiple
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methods, including interviews, observations, document analysis, even surveys (p. 56).
Case studies are valuable because they allow for greater flexibility in design and data
collection, they allow for an interpretation in context that will let me look at the holistic
description and explanation (Merriam, 1998).
These case studies I refer to as exploratory, case studies. I conducted interviews
with the Section 504 Coordinators and completed a document analysis of Section 504
paperwork. There are five specific questions related to the new requirements of ADAAA
of 2008 that were examined. With many facets of Section 504, this study is narrowing
the focus to examine the processes, tools, and procedures Coordinators create and provide
to assist with the implementation of Section 504 requirements.
Population and Sample
Since I am interested in the processes, tools, and procedures Section 504
Coordinators use under the new Americans with Disabilities Act Amendments Act of
2008 in school districts, I collected information from 14 school districts that are close in
geographic location, but vary in size, demographics, social-economic status, graduation
rate, and the position of the Section 504 Coordinator. All districts used in this study are
part of the same Intermediate School District (ISD), are located in Michigan’s Lower
Peninsula, and have been already implementing Section 504 plans (see Table 5). The
majority of the information was found on the Michigan’s School Data site from the
2012-2013 school year including the number of buildings in the district and graduate
rate; 2012-2013 information regarding student population, free and reduced lunch, and
demographics were found on the site, Center for Educational Performance and
Information. This site is managed from Michigan.gov.
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I interviewed the Section 504 Coordinator from eight suburban, two urban, and
four rural public school districts.
Table 1
Potential Study Population Sample
District

Setting

Enrollment

Buildings

Free/Reduced
Lunch (%)

American Indian/
Asian/African Am./
Hawaiian/White/
Hispanic/Two or more
races

Graduation
Rate (%)

Section 504
Coordinator

A

Suburban

3,593

6

28%

<5%/
<5%/<5%/
<5%/86%/
6%/<5%

90.53%

Assistant
Super.
of
Instruction

B

Suburban

4,331

11

18%

<5%/
<5%/<5%/
<5%/91%/
<5%/<5%

94.01%

Director of
Special
Programs

C

Suburban

2,189

4

53%

<5%/
<5%/7%/
<5%/71%/
16%/5%

85.94%

District
Curriculum
Director

D

Suburban

10,130

17

11%

<5%/
<5%/7%/
<5%/91%/
<5%

93.72%

Director of
Special
Education

E

Urban

2,189

5

87%

<5%/
<5%/18%/
<5%/26%/
45%/7%

66.67%

Social
Worker

F

Suburban

5,577

9

31%

<5%/
<5%/<5%/
<5%/79%/
<10%/<5%

92.41%

Director of
Student
Services

G

Suburban

3,254

6

49%

<5%/
<5%/<5%/
<5%/83%/
10%/<5%

88.07%

Dean of
Students

H

Rural

1,247

4

57%

<5%/
<5%/<5%/
<5%/84%/
14%/<5%

79.5%

Elem.
Principal

I

Suburban

8,750

17

62%

<5%/
11%/29%/
<5%/41%/
12%/6%

69.61%

Assistant
Super.
of Student
Services

J

Rural

3,767

7

31%

<5%/
<5%/<5%/
<5%/93%/
<5%/<5%

87.92%

Director of
Special
Education
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Table 1- continued
District

Setting

Enrollment

Buildings

Free/Reduced
Lunch (%)

American Indian/
Asian/African Am./
Hawaiian/White/
Hispanic/Two or more
races

Graduation
Rate (%)

Section 504
Coordinator

K

Suburban

3,401

7

40%

<5%/
<5%/7%/
<5%/80%/
7%/<5%

83.92%

Director of
Special
Education

L

Rural

2,633

4

44%

<5%/
<5%/<5%/
<5%/87%/
9%/<5%

88.89%

Director of
Special
Education

M

Rural

3,046

6

36%

<5%/
<5%/<5%/
<5%/92%/
<5%/<5%

91.38%

Director of
Special
Education

N

Urban

4,442

8

72%

<5%/
<5%/13%/
<5%/41%/
37%/<5%

67.7%

Director of
Student
Services

Participants
The Section 504 Coordinator from each participants district was selected met the
following selection criteria. First, the participants needed to have at least one year of
experience as a Section 504 Coordinator. This included principals, assistant principals,
or directors of guidance. Out of the 14 district Section 504 Coordinators I interviewed,
three only had one year of experience in their position. It is interesting to note two school
districts in this ISD share the same Section 504 Coordinator. Second, all coordinators
must have been involved in the development of a Section 504 plan. There was one
Coordinator who had never been involved in a Section 504 plan meeting, but I included
the Coordinator because he had experience writing Section 504 plans.
Since this study focused on the processes, tools, and procedures Section 504
Coordinators use to coordinate the implementation of Section 504 requirements across
their district, I made the decision not to include building administrators or teachers in my
study. District Section 504 Coordinators should have been given the updated information
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regarding the new Americans with Disabilities Act Amendment Acts of 2008 and should
be the most knowledgeable individual within a district.
To gain access to the Section 504 Coordinator, I called each Coordinator to
introduce myself and discuss my study. If I was not able to make a phone contact with
the individual, a follow-up email was sent. After the interview was confirmed, an email
was sent thanking the individual for participating in my study and asking them to have
copies their Section 504 documentation to give to me. I also asked the Section 504
Coordinators for their district’s Section 504 number and special education numbers.
There were five districts in the local ISD I was not able to include in my study
(besides my own). In two of these districts, my phone calls and emails were not returned.
In one district an interview was set-up and confirmed and I needed to cancel because of a
work commitment. While trying to reschedule the interview, my emails were not
returned by the Section 504 Coordinator. In the two remaining districts, there was
confusion about who was the districts’ Section 504 Coordinators. I was given names of
individuals and would contact them, only to be told they were not the Coordinators. One
district said they were in a transition phase and the district’s Section 504 Coordinator
would be named in the fall.
Instrumentation
The data collection in case study research typically involves drawing on multiple
sources of information, such as observations, interviews, documents, and audiovisual
materials. For example, Yin (2003) recommends six types of information to collect:
documents, archival records, interviews, direct observations, participant-observations,
and physical artifacts. The data instrumentation in this case study research included
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interviews and document reviews. The 14 participants were interviewed individually
using an informally structured, open-ended, interview protocol. The interview was pilottested preceding the data collection in order to refine the interview protocols and to
ensure that the questions elicit the data necessary for this study. In the individual
interview, the participants were asked about their districts’ responsibilities since the
Americans with Disabilities Act Amendments Act of 2008 were passed. I designed and
used an interview protocol, a form about seven pages in length, with six open-ended
questions and ample space between the questions to write responses covering the
interviewee’s comments (Creswell, 2008). It is available in Appendix B.
It is very important in this case study research to also conduct a review of the
Section 504 documents for each district. The materials for the public document review
consisted of Section 504 plans, review guides, and handbooks that inform parents and
teachers of the new ADAAA of 2008, Section 504 process, and implementation in the
district. I reminded myself that the purpose of the document review, in addition to the
interviews, was to logically base conclusions and meanings on multiple data sources, not
to infer meaning beyond what is apparent or obvious in the documentation (Marshall &
Rossman, 2006).
Data Collection Procedures
Before I started interviewing, I submitted my proposal to Western Michigan
University’s human subjects review board (HSIRB). The HSIRB determined I did not
need to gather consent letters from the adult participants before collecting my data
because I was “analyzing the implementation of a Federal law and not collecting personal
identifiable (private) information about individuals.” This letter is available in Appendix
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C. Due to the nature of these research questions, confidentiality was maintained at all
times. Since the HSIRB protocol contained helpful information to the participants, I did
have them read through the document and sign it.
Data was collected primarily through interviews process and collecting relevant
documents. The interviews were recorded through the use of a digital voice recorder and
transcribed by a professional typist. Out of the 14 districts, 13 of the interviews were
conducted face-to-face and one interview was conducted over the phone. Thirteen of the
interviews were in the respected Section 504 Coordinator’s district and one interview was
conducted outside at a local restaurant. Although all the participants interviewed were
provided the opportunity to review a written summary of their responses in order to
clarify their comments and ensure accuracy of information after the audio-tapes have
been transcribed (Arsenault, 2003), no one changed anything in their transcripts. Many
participants expressed an interest in seeing the results of my study. All 14 Section 504
Coordinators were open and honest when presented with the interview questions. The
lengths of the interviews were noted, varying from as short as 25 minutes to as long as 69
minutes. The average length was 37 minutes.
Data Analysis Plan
After researching the data analysis processes of Creswell (2008), Foss and Waters
(2007), Rudestram and Newton (2001), Tesch (1990), and Yin (2003), my data analysis
plan involved the following. When the interviews and document reviews were completed,
I started the data analysis process by utilizing Creswell’s (2008) generic process of data
analysis with six steps, while incorporating facets of the other researchers. Step one
involves organizing and preparing the data for analysis. Each interview conducted was
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transcribed and the Section 504 documents were collected. I then listened to each
interview as I followed along with the print. I was careful to listen and read each
interview multiple times and then started making notes in the margin to assist in recalling
key ideas. I labeled each interview with a letter to ensure the Section 504 Coordinators
and school district’s name was kept confidential. To ensure each Section 504 Coordinator
had expressed him/herself accurately, I sent each one a typed final copy of their interview
via email. All Coordinators were asked to check for clarity and meaning. I did not
receive any corrections from the Coordinators.
I also used post-hoc data analysis and triangulation to illuminate themes, assess
the data, and corroborate evidence (Rudestram & Newton, 2001). Triangulation has been
generally considered a process of using multiple perceptions to clarify meaning, verifying
the repeatability of an observation or interpretation (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000). This
involved using multiple sources of information including interviews and document
reviews to help show different realities and perceptions rather than relying on a single
source (Rudestram & Newton, 2001).
Step two involved reading through all the data and getting a general sense of the
information and reflecting on the meaning (Creswell, 2008). I began by reading my first
set of transcripts. While I was reading, whatever seemed interesting or important to the
study was noted in the margin of the document. I read for ideas relevant to my research
questions (Foss & Water, 2007).
During my second step I read my transcripts again and looked for specific units of
analysis for each research question. “A unit of analysis will help me know which aspects
of the data to focus on in my coding” (Foss & Water, 2007, p. 187). Since I had
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identified my units of analysis before I started interviewing, this step was straightforward.
There were words and phrases connected to the five requirements and I noted the units of
analysis in the margin. I used this same process for all my data sets. I also used my
research questions, specifically the processes, tools, and procedures Section 504
Coordinators use to implement the five requirements across their district as my guide and
I looked at my data for specific units of analysis. I also spent time reviewing the
documents I collected from each school district and organized the information into tables
to have easy access to them.
In step three, I completed a detailed coding process and organized the material
into chunks and bringing meaning to the chunks (Creswell, 2008). I went back to my data
and looked for my specific units of analysis. Once I found my units of analysis, I
“marked the beginning and the end of the excerpt that constitutes or contains that unit”
(Foss & Water, 2007, p. 188). I then abbreviated the topics as codes and wrote the codes
next to the appropriate segments of the text. I tried out this preliminary organizing
scheme to see whether new categories and codes emerged (Tesch, 1990). This took some
time. I also tried to code forgetting what I know about Section 504 plans. I tried to code
by finding the answers I wanted (Foss & Water, 2007).
Step four used the coding process to describe the setting, and people, as well as
the categories and themes (Creswell, 2008). The first part of this process involved my
scissors. I cut out each excerpt coded from my pages of data (Foss & Waters, 2007).
After I cut out my excerpts I made piles of the data and found the most descriptive
wording for my topics and turned them into categories. Once the categories for the
different data sets were established, they were compared to create a major list of
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classifications, categories, and patterns. Through the use of a unique category list, this
study produced results not possible if an outside category list were used (Glaser &
Strauss, 1967). Furthermore, these categories reflected the purpose of this research; they
were exhaustive, mutually exclusive, sensitizing, and conceptually congruent (Merriam,
1998). Overall, my duty as a researcher was attending to the challenge of doing justice to
the case and not seeking out themes or patterns before they emerged (Patton, 2002).
In step five and finally step six, I created my explanatory schema and determined
how the data were presented in the qualitative narrative. “An explanatory schema is an
explanation for what you see across your piles of coded data” (Foss & Waters, 2007, p.
196). With my piles of coded data, I found relationships among them. This took some
time by sorting them, pairing them, arranging them, and laying them out (Foss & Waters,
2007). I found more than one explanatory schema and looked for patterns other than
traditional ones (Foss & Waters, 2007).
Also in step six, I made an interpretation of the findings or made meaning of the
data. Yin (2003) advances the cross-case synthesis as an analytic technique when the
researcher studies two or more cases. I looked for similarities and differences among the
cases. When themes emerged and had been revisited and all important points had been
accounted for, I began to speculate on and explore possible theories. Theorizing about the
data can be very difficult because many qualitative researchers are simply too close to the
data and are unable to shift their thinking into a speculative mode (LeCompte, Preissle,
and Tesche, 1993). I attempted to speculate on the data and determine what it does not
say, and what might be missing from the case. The goal of analyzing data from case
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studies is to communicate understanding and how it has been derived from the liking of
interviews, observations, and document review (Merriam, 1998).
Delimitations
There were some delimitations to this study. First, by its very nature this
qualitative case study was a bounded system (Miles & Huberman, 1994). This refers to
the fact that there is one Section 504 coordinator in each district in my case. The finite
number of people defines the boundaries of each case and also differentiates the cases
from general phenomena. Merriam (1988) contends the intent of qualitative research is
to not generalize findings, but to form a unique interpretation of events. This study was
appropriate for the school districts in one particular Intermediate School District, but may
be representative of school districts with similar geographic locations.
I also needed to recognize that some of the participants may not have felt
comfortable with the one-on-one interview setting. They might have been hesitant or
tried to find the “correct” answer. I also acknowledge my own bias might be reflected in
my interpretation of the data. Another important limitation that is a concern in qualitative
research is the logic of inference. This refers to the ability of the researcher to inference
beyond the immediate data. I used triangulation in my study, but this will not completely
eliminate this issue. Triangulation involves collecting data from a variety of methods;
and in my study I conducted interviews and review Section 504 paperwork.
Reflexivity
As a former special education teacher and parent to four daughters, I became
interested in the Section 504 process when my eldest daughter began to have some
medical problems that impacted her learning in school. I felt she would not qualify as a

67
special education student, but she needed some extra accommodations from the
classroom teacher. After gathering information on the Section 504 process and the
eligibility requirements, I approached three administrators within my district about
writing a Section 504 plan for my daughter. The first administrator, the special education
director, felt my daughter did not meet the eligibility requirements for a Section 504 plan;
the second administrator, an assistant principal at the secondary level, felt she did qualify
for a Section 504 plan; and the third administrator, an elementary principal, was
indifferent about the plan. He wanted to write a Section 504 plan if that was what I
wanted.
After this process, I came to the realization that depending on which administrator
a parent approached, his/her child might or might not qualify for a Section 504 plan.
Much of this depended on how educators are interpreting the Section 504 law. These
three administrators are within the same district and interpret the Section 504 law
differently.
In Appendix B my interview protocol along with my research questions can be
found.
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CHAPTER IV
RESULTS
This chapter contains the description of Section 504 Coordinators and school
districts in my study, an analysis of their interviews and Section 504 documents, and the
themes developed from such data. I used a qualitative, case-study approach by collecting
data from interviews and reviewing Section 504 documents from each district. I analyzed
all the information from one-on-one interviews, reviewing transcriptions of the
interviews, and collecting Section 504 district documents.
The purpose of this qualitative study is to describe and interpret the processes,
tools, and procedures Section 504 Coordinators use to create and provide uniformity of
Section 504 requirements across their districts. I specifically looked at how coordinators
ensured that all their schools (a) identified and located students, (b) made provisions for
providing a free and appropriate public education, (c) evaluated and placed students, (d)
provided procedural safeguards, and (e) afforded, from a district perspective, children
with Section 504 plans an equal opportunity to participate in nonacademic and extracurricular services and activities.
Description of Data
There were a total of 14 out of 20 Section 504 Coordinators in one specific ISD
who volunteered to participate in this study. The sample included both male and female
participants whose experience as their respective district’s Section 504 Coordinator
ranged from one year to 22 years. Such Section 504 Coordinators had many different
titles with eight (57%) being the Director Special Education or Director of Student
Services. I interviewed Section 504 Coordinators from eight suburban, four rural, and
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two urban districts. One Section 504 Coordinator worked in two school districts. Refer to
Table 2 for the demographics of the population.
Table 2
Demographics of the Population
School District

Setting

Title

Male or
Female

A

Suburban

Female

B

Suburban

Assistant Superintendent of
Instruction
Director of Special Programs

Number of
Years in
Position
1

Female

2

C

Suburban

Curriculum Director

Male

2

D

Suburban

Director of Special Education

Male

22

E

Urban

Director of Special Education

Male

2

F

Suburban

Director of Student Services

Female

G

Suburban

Middle School Dean of Students

Female

1

H

Rural

Elementary Principal

Female

3

I

Suburban

Female

6

J

Rural

Assistant Superintendent of
Student Services
Director of Special Education

Female

3

K

Suburban

Director of Special Education

Male

12

L

Rural

Director of Special Education

Female

M

Rural

Director of Special Education

Female

N

Urban

Director of Student Services

Male

15

Data Analysis and Findings
After researching the data analysis processes of Creswell (2008), Foss and Waters
(2007), Rudestram and Newton (2001), Tesch (1990), and Yin (2003), and after my
interviews and document reviews were completed, I started the data analysis process by
utilizing Creswell’s (2008) generic process of data analysis with six steps, while
incorporating facets of the other researchers. These steps are outlined in Chapter III. I
also used post-hoc data analysis and triangulation to illuminate themes, assess the data,
and corroborate evidence (Rudestram & Newton, 2001). This involved using multiple
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sources of information including interviews and document reviews to help show different
realities and perceptions rather than relying on a single source (Rudestram & Newton,
2001). Through reading my transcripts, reviewing the Section 504 documents, cutting up
the transcripts, organizing the data into piles, and finding meaning within the piles, four
main themes, and 11 subthemes emerged, using both inductive and deductive analysis
(see Table 3).
Table 3
Major Themes and Subthemes of the Study
1.0: Much variation exists in the level of difficulty expressed by 504 Coordinators in
reference to implementing the five requirements of Section 504 in a uniform way across
their districts.
1.1: The four specific areas regarding procedural safeguards and affording
children with disabilities an equal opportunity to participate in nonacademic and
extra-curricular services and activities were noted as the easiest of the five
requirements to implement in a uniform way across the districts.
1.2: Evaluation and placement procedures and providing FAPE were noted to be
the most difficult requirements to implement in a uniform way across the districts.
1.3: The requirements, annually identifying and locating all children with
disabilities were easy for some and difficult for others to implement in a uniform
way across the districts.
1.4: Some Section 504 Coordinators acknowledged difficulties understanding the
five requirements.
2.0: There are different processes, tools, and procedures Section 504 Coordinators
indicate they use to implement the five requirements of Section 504 in a uniform way
across their districts.
2.1: There is a vast variation within the processes, tools, and procedures Section
504 Coordinators use to implement the five requirements of Section 504.
2.2: All 14 school districts use a Child Study Team to annually identify and
locate students with disabilities.

71
Table 3- continued
2.3: Each of the school districts were using various types of paperwork (e.g.,
forms, pamphlets, handbooks) to help implement the five requirements of Section
504.
3.0: There are variations regarding the roles and responsibilities of Section 504
Coordinators.
3.1: All 14 Section 504 Coordinators serve as the keeper of required documents to
ensure uniformity of requirements across the district.
3.2: All 14 Section 504 Coordinators oversee Section 504 building coordinators
to ensure uniformity of requirements in their districts.
3.3: All 14 Section 504 Coordinators were not aware of a written job description
for their role.
3.4: Twelve of 14 school districts did not have a flowchart outlining the Section
504 process or Section 504 paperwork process for their districts.
4.0: Despite some variation of practice and differences in Section 504 Coordinator roles,
the percentage of Section 504 students in each of the 14 districts was similar, ranging
from <1% to 2% of the total school population.

Major Theme Narratives
The following section describes the major themes and subthemes identified from
my study.
Theme (1.0): Much variation exists in the level of difficulty expressed by Section 504
Coordinators in reference to implementing the five requirements of Section 504 in a
uniform way across their districts
I wanted to gain a better understanding on whether the five requirements of
Section 504 were easy or difficult to implement in a uniform way across their districts
since the 2008 amendments to the federal law. I specifically looked at how coordinators
ensured their schools (a) identified and located students, (b) make provisions for
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providing a free and appropriate public education, (c) evaluated and placed students, (d)
provided procedural safeguards, and (e) afforded, from a district perspective, children
with Section 504 plans an equal opportunity to participate in nonacademic and extracurricular services and activities. Table 4 shows in detail the five requirements of Section
504 and the responses generated from the districts’ Section 504 Coordinators. Though I
asked each Section 504 Coordinators to respond to each requirement with either easy or
difficult to implement, the responses listed in Table 4 include: (a) easy, (b) difficult, (c)
same, (d) work in progress, (e) varied, (f) not applicable, and (g) student specific.
Table 4
Five Requirements of Section 504: Perceived Level of Difficulty to Implement
School
District

Annually
identify and
locate all
children with
disabilities

Provide
FAPE

A

difficult

difficult

B

Easy

easy

C

Easy

easy

D

Same

E
F

Establish non
discriminatory
evaluation
procedures

Establish non
discriminatory
placement
procedures

Establish
procedural
safeguards

Examine
relevant
records

easy

easy

Easy

easy

difficult

difficult

Easy

easy

difficult

easy

Easy

easy

difficult

difficult

difficult

Easy

no answer

difficult

difficult

difficult

difficult

easy

difficult

difficult

G

difficult

same

easy

H

work in
progress
easy

easy

I

work in
progress
difficult

J

Same

K

Impartial
hearing

Review of
the
procedures

Afford children with
disabilities an equal
opportunity to
participate in nonacademic activities

n/a

n/a

Easy

easy

difficult

Easy

easy

easy

Easy

easy

difficult

difficult

Difficult

Easy

easy

easy

n/a

Easy

Easy

easy

n/a

easy

Easy

easy

Easy

same

easy

easy

Easy

Easy

easy

easy

easy

Difficult

easy

work in
progress
easy

Easy

easy

easy

easy

Easy

varied

same

same

Easy

same

same

same

Same

Same

challenge

same

same

Same

same

same

easy

Same

L

Easy

medium

middle

easy

Easy

easy

n/a

easy

student specific

M

Same

varied

same

same

Easy

same

same

same

Same

N

Easy

varied

same

easy

difficult

easy

n/a

easy

student specific

Totals

easy- 4

easy- 4

easy- 4

easy- 6

easy- 12

easy-10

easy- 6

easy- 8

easy- 7

difficult-4

difficult5
same-1

difficult-5

difficult-4
same-3

difficult0
same-4

difficult1
same-3

difficult2
same-2

difficult-2

same-4

difficult1
same-1

w.i.p.-1

w.i.p.-1

w.i.p.-1

n/a- 4

n/a-2

student specific-2

same-4
w.i.p.-1

varied-3

same-3
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There was much variation in the level of difficulty expressed by the Section 504
Coordinators. In looking at the totals at the bottom of Table 4, we see that the first three
items were noted as easy to implement by four individuals; four other elements were
noted by six to eight coordinators as easy; and two were noted by 10-12 coordinators as
easy to implement. Let us look at some subthemes.
Subtheme 1.1: The four specific areas regarding procedural safeguards and
affording children with disabilities an equal opportunity to participate in
nonacademic and extra-curricular services and activities were noted as the easiest of
the five requirements to implement in a uniform way across the districts. There were
four specific areas regarding procedural safeguards and many Section 504 Coordinators
felt this was the easiest of the five requirements to implement across their districts. While
responding to questions about establishing procedural safeguards and specifically the
safeguard of parents and guardians receiving a notice, 12 Section 504 Coordinators felt it
was easy, one responded it was difficult, and one felt it was the same now as it was
before the 2008 amendments. The Section 504 Coordinators expressed how easy this
requirement is because it is straightforward, very similar to the special education process,
easy to reproduce, and they have found good resources to help with the process. Section
504 Coordinator D states:
We always (give procedural safeguards) when we do a Section 504, those
safeguards are built into the process and when I am called in, the first thing I do is
always hand a parent a second or third procedural safeguard. I’m not going to go
to a meeting without providing that. And they are similar to my involvement with
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special education. I am always going to hand out procedural safeguards because
that is needed.
Another area in procedural safeguards is examining relevant records. The
majority of Section 504 Coordinators also found examining relevant records was an easy
requirement to implement. Whether it was in the district’s Board of Education policy,
written in the Section 504 paperwork, or an unwritten policy the district follows, it was
expressed that all parents had the opportunity to examine their student’s records. There
were not any districts that found this requirement difficult to implement. Two Section
504 Coordinators commented:
Parents are always welcome to review records. We do have a policy in that, our
policies cover those. When a parent asks to review any kind of records we give
them a time and place and space to do that. We will copy things up to a certain
points, if they want the whole file copied then there might be a charge.
Another Section 504 Coordinator responds:
If parents want to see a record it’s fine. We bring them in. With our procedure as
well, if I have a parent who says I want to look to see if everything is there I say
that’s fine. I notify the principal that so and so is going to come down and I go
down there and sit with them. We sit in a room and I open my laptop and then
open the file, and I’ll be in the room, I’m not looking with you, I’m just in the
room, and what is it for, just to make sure that everything that says in there stays
in there. I’m just honest with them…It works out really well. Occasionally
they’ll ask for all of their records. What we’ve chosen to do is copy relevant
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educational records. And then we just give it to them at no cost. It’s just not
worth charging.
In regards to the last requirement, affording children with disabilities an equal
opportunity to participate in nonacademic and extra-curricular services and activities,
seven Section 504 Coordinators felt it was easier to implement since the 2008
amendments, three responded it was the same to implement, two felt it was more difficult
to implement, and two responded it was student specific.
Half of the Section 504 Coordinators responded this requirement was easy to
implement due to full access, providing same opportunities for all students, and
accommodations and supports. Section 504 Coordinator E stated:
It’s an awareness issue. Recently there was, in the last year, there was of course
some real awareness of the access of the rights that students with disabilities and
504 have to sporting events and equal access which really heightened the
awareness and the conversation. It was one of the biggest things in the last
decade that has come up in the topic of equal access. (It has been easy) because
we know what we are doing. Most of us (know what we are doing).
While supporting the Coordinator’s D response on how easy procedural safeguards is to
implement, another Coordinator expresses concerns on fully implementing the
requirement:
We have, and we send notices to the parents that we’re going to have a meeting.
But I will say in all honesty; established, fully implemented, that’s the part where
we fall apart. There are sometimes when the parent is just called to say…Hey, we
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are going to review the plan and that’s just all it is. All the documents we have,
all the formal things we have, for the most part those aren’t being implemented.
Subtheme 1.2: Evaluation and placement procedures and providing FAPE
were noted to be the most difficult requirements to implement in a uniform way
across the districts. The third Section 504 requirement was broken down into two
specific areas, evaluation procedures and placement procedures. Based on the data, five
Section 504 Coordinators responded it was difficult to implement the evaluation
procedures and four Coordinators felt the placement procedures were difficult to
implement.
Difficulties arising from the evaluation procedures included confusion between
how the special education evaluation differs from the 504 evaluation, the nuances that
occur in public schools between parents, and the discrepancies in how students are
qualifying for Section 504 in different buildings. Regarding the differences in the school
buildings, one Section 504 Coordinator echoed the responses of some of others:
You have a void in knowledge. There has not been adequate training of teacher
and administrators in either 504 requirements or special ed. in their undergraduate
or graduate programs. It is simply not on the radar of a lot of general ed. people.
Another Section 504 supports these comments and states:
We have some very, very complex 504s since, I was to say it was a challenge
before 08 and it continues to be a challenge after 08 because there are lots of
nuances there. When three weeks ago, when one parent wanted an evaluation, and
the other didn’t want an evaluation, and I had to look at the court order to that
there is a guardian (ad litum) that’s appointed by the judge, and I had to tell the
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parents that, you know what, your votes now don’t count and you need to go
through the guardian (ad litum) to give me feedback on what direction the school
system goes. But it takes time it takes resources there to sort that out also.
In regards to the confusion between special education and Section 504, Section
504 Coordinator B explains, “I think there is some confusion. There is confusion in
regards to how the evaluation for 504 differs from special education evaluation because
the law does not detail what the required components of the evaluation.”
The Section 504 Coordinators would like to have more clarity from the
Intermediate School District and federal government regarding the evaluation procedures.
This would include a framework and definition for “major life activities” and
“substantially limits.” Many Section 504 Coordinators felt the eligibility criteria were
too subjective and a common knowledge and understanding would be helpful.
When asked about the second requirement, “providing a free appropriate public
education to students with disabilities” since the 2008 amendments, four Section 504
Coordinators responded it was easier to implement; five Coordinators felt it was more
difficult to implement; three Coordinators stated it varied on the student; and one
Coordinator felt it was a work in progress. Mitigating measures, staff knowledge, and the
number of students who need accommodations make FAPE difficult to implement.
Many of these challenges happen at the secondary level. One Section 504 Coordinator
went on to say,
We get too many 504s. Most of them are not needed. I don’t think we should be
doing 504s. We should be addressing the problem early on, and then figuring out
what solves the problem, and not making accommodations for it. So if it’s a
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counseling issue, if it’s a medical issue, if it’s a learning issue, we need to work
together to figure out how to do that rather than accommodate so much.
These Coordinators stated the need for professional development time, training, and the
opportunity to review policies with staff would help make the process better.
There were three Section 504 Coordinators who felt the requirement varied or was
in between easy and difficult. Frustrations arose from the law being difficult to
understand and inadequate training. The Section 504 Coordinator from district L
responded:
I think we are doing an ok job implementing it, but I don’t think we are doing the
best job. For that last example I even gave you where I just took over, I’ve never
been trained in 504. I’m going with a special ed. lens, or background, but I
shouldn’t have to question that piece. I think you know now I’ve read 15 articles
or books on 504 and it’s still not perfectly clear. And that doesn’t make any sense
to me. Why can’t it be easy to understand?
Subtheme 1.3: The requirements annually identifying and locating all
children with disabilities were easy for some and difficult for others to implement in
a uniform way across the districts. While answering questions related to the first
requirement, annually identifying and locating all children with disabilities who are
unserved, four Section 504 Coordinators said it was no more difficult to implement than
the requirement before ADAAA of 2008, four responded it was easier to implement, four
responded it was more difficult, and one responded it was a work in progress (see the first
column of Table 4). One of the Section 504 Coordinators who felt it was no more
difficult to implement than the old rule stated, “For me, I think it has been about the
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same. The rules and policies, I’ve been around the block and I’ve seen lots of changes
over time in that. We just have to keep updated and current with that.”
The Section 504 Coordinator from district K echoed this response and supported
how the 2008 amendments have not made a difference in their district:
It’s been ok. It’s the 2008 amendments that made the whole thing a little
cloudier. We updated ours; we revised our forms since then. I don’t know that
our practices have changed dramatically…They haven’t changed. If you look at
the new definition now, we were kind of concerned, like, oh my gosh, this could
really broaden the eligibility on our 504. That really hasn’t happened. It’s
probably because we’re ready with interventions; we’ve done a better job since
2008 in providing interventions for kids. It could be multiple reasons, but I think
we had a pretty tight process in place already, and those procedures kind of have
reminded actually, have been even more solid since 2008.
The Section 504 Coordinator from School District B who felt the requirement was
easy to implement stated, “I think the definition of a disability is broader and so students
can be identified as easily as parents completing a registration form.” Three Coordinators
felt the same way and found the Child Study processes in their districts have been very
helpful.
In comparison, the Section 504 Coordinators from four school districts responded
the requirement was difficult to implement. The difficulties arose from the
inconsistencies while interpreting the law, eligibility requirements, and not having a
common student information system. Section 504 Coordinator from School District F
responded:
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I think it is a little challenging because all you have are the guidance documents
and the terminology that they use substantially limits the major impact. And it’s
everybody’s view of that is different. A child in one building might be viewed
entirely different then a child in another building. So I think that’s hard, and the
other part that I think is hard is that we don’t have a good central place to store
that information. It’s like with an IEP you have TIENET, so all your documents
go into TIENET, all your evaluations get pushed into TIENET. If I want to see
what is going on in any one building, with any one student, I can just pull that up
and I can go through their history and I can see it all. 504 forms are sometimes,
PDF documents, sometimes they are just old school paper documents that you fill
in with pen. They might be in the cumulative file, they might be in the
administrator’s file, and they might be in the guidance counselor’s file.
Subtheme 1.4: Some Section 504 Coordinators acknowledged difficulties
understanding the five requirements. Perhaps some of the most valuable insight in how
Section 504 Coordinators were implementing the five requirements of the law in their
district came from their knowledge and understanding of the law. While I did not
directly ask each Section 504 Coordinator how they defined documented disability,
substantially limits, or major life activities, it became apparent through the interviews the
eligibility requirements were still vague and confusing to at least six of the Section 504
Coordinators. One Coordinator commented, “well the law is so vague, and I don’t want
to ask for more law because truly the more regulations and unfunded mandates we get,
the more I just cringe. But that law is really vague.”
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While most Section 504 Coordinators were able to answer questions related to the
five requirements of the law, some acknowledged difficulties understanding the
requirements. One Section 504 Coordinator responded:
To be honest I don’t really know I guess I don’t. I guess I would say I don’t have
a good enough grasp of the difficulties to know how to fix the problems yet. I’m
still working though exactly what goes on with the process and how the process
works and the accommodations. I don’t have a good enough grasp on the entire
process yet to understand what would fix what’s broken because I don’t know
exactly what is broken yet.
In the first requirement, identifying and locating students, one Section 504
Coordinator expressed confusion on how it should be done:
I think some clear guidelines on how to do that. I don’t think the guidelines are
clear, I don’t think the guidelines are clear for how you are to go about reviewing.
I am just trying to figure this all out. It doesn’t seem to be in our district and I
think this is a frustration across the board is that there aren’t clear guidelines,
there’s things you have to do, but there aren’t clear guidelines about how you are
supposed to do those things. And that’s probably part of the problem.
Another requirement, providing a free and appropriate public education, is a term
that is often used within special education. When asked how their district provides
FAPE, in regards to Section 504, three Section 504 Coordinators responded and used
terminology associated with special education and not Section 504. One Coordinator
said, “Through our IEP process. We certainly try to educate everybody within district if
we can.”
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One Coordinator went on to say:
I have found it a real challenge that word disability is used in both contexts. So
it’s not always easy when you are talking 504 and talking disability, and you’re
taking special ed. and talking disability. Hopefully often you are talking about
very different things.
In another requirement, establishing procedural safeguards, four Section 504
Coordinators acknowledged their lack of knowledge when it came to the implementation
of the requirement. One Section 504 Coordinator responded, “I know that we have a
process, but I don’t think anyone has ever asked for one. So if that happened, I would
then figure out what we needed to do. I know we have board policy on it.”
In a surprising find, when I asked Section 504 Coordinators about the last two
aspects of the requirement, impartial hearing and review of the procedures, five
responded that this question was not applicable to their district or they did not know if
there was a process in place. One Section 504 Coordinator stated, “I don’t know if we
have anything in place. I don’t know if that has been an issue.” Another stated:
I know that we have a process (impartial hearing), but I don’t think anyone has
ever asked for one. So if that happened, I would then figure out what we needed
to do. I know we have board policy on it.
Of the 14 Section 504 Coordinators interviewed, three Coordinators
acknowledged involvement in formal complaints and investigations by the Office of Civil
Rights. Some of these complaints were based on a lack of knowledge and understanding
of the requirements of the law. While the Coordinators acknowledge a positive awareness
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has come out of the complaints, the process has been very difficult. One of the
Coordinator responded:
We’ve had a lot of challenges since 2008 in the process. I’ll give you one
example. We had an official complaint that the Office of Civil Rights had asked
for our procedures, and they (OCR) did them (the procedures) for us. And we
looked at our attorney and I looked at those, turned them back into the Office of
Civil Rights and six months later, with those are the ones they sent us that they
approved. Said a different committee looked at that and they didn’t like it. So
I’m going to say that it is an extremely difficult process specifically for me since
2008 to be able to navigate the procedurals and the safeguards and the whole
processes.
Theme (2.0): There are different processes, tools, and procedures Section 504
Coordinators indicate they use to implement the five requirements of Section 504 in
a uniform way across their districts
I wanted to gain a better understanding on the different processes, tools, and
procedures Section 504 Coordinators use to implement the five requirements of Section
504 in a uniform way across their districts. I started by compiling all the different
responses I generated from Section 504 Coordinators regarding the processes, tools, and
procedures they use. This information can be found in Table 5. To better understand the
data, I created Table 6 which lists the specific requirements and the 36 different detailed
processes, tools, and procedures used by Section 504 Coordinators. Following these
tables, I will address some subthemes.
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Table 5
Processes, Tools, and Procedures Used to Implement 504 Requirements
#1

#2

#3

#4

#5

Annually identify
and locate all
children with
disabilities

Provide FAPE

Evaluation
and
Placement
procedures

Establish
procedural
safeguards

Afford children
with disabilities
and equal
opportunity to
participate in
non-academic
activities

A

RTI meetings
(Child Study
Team)

Principals and
counselors
assist

Section 504
Coordinator
assisting,
through the
meeting
format,
meeting

paperwork, legal
counsel

Coordinator
don't know what
tool is used

B

Common forms,
flash drive,
Professional
development,
Child Study
Team, website,
parent referrals
help identify

district, written
policies on
FAPE

Building Section
504 Coordinator
assists,
paperwork, CST
meetings

Found in
paperwork,
Board Policy on
procedural
safeguards,
training, written
procedures

Announcements
made in school
about
opportunities

C

flowchart,
paperwork, a
good special ed.
Director, Child
Study Team

Section 504
Coordinator

Section 504
Coordinator,
guidance
counselors, Title
I services

Section 504
Coordinator,
PowerSchool,
open door policy,
phone calls,
Superintendent,
ISD, attorney

can't think of
any processes,
tools, or
procedures

D

Specific
building 504
coordinator,
Child Study
Team

building
coordinator,
professional
development,
504
Coordinator

trained social
workers and
psychologists,
Child Study
Team process

manual,
designated
building person,
written
procedures, legal
counsel, building
administrators

individual teams

E

Monthly Child
Study Team
process

Paperwork
discusses FAPE

Paperwork,
Child Study
Team, Section
504 Coordinator
assists with
evaluations

paperwork, board
policy, legal
counsel provides
procedural
safeguards

Section 504
Coordinator
assists with
requirements

F

Child Study
Team process,
forms

Communication
through
paperwork on
FAPE

Paperwork
assists
evaluation
process

paperwork,
process, office
staff, Section 504
Coordinator,
secretary assists
with procedural
safeguards

Requirement is
student
dependent and
varies on the
situation

School
District
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Table 5- continued
G

Information
from the Section
504
Coordinator,
Child Study
Team helps
identify, don't
know the exact
process

different
programs and
interventionist
helps provide
FAPE

Paperwork,
accommodations
lists placement
procedures

registration
process, on-line
tracking system,
progress notes,
paperwork,
PowerSchool all
help with
procedural
safeguards

flyers,
announcements
made in school
about
opportunities

H

Electronic file
system,
administrative
assistance,
teacher, Child
Study Team

Child Study
Team,
individualized
student process,
paperwork

staff members,
evaluation,
paperwork, team
of
knowledgeable
persons

Paperwork

paperwork,
good
communication

I

Paperwork,
Child Study
Team

paperwork,
pamphlets, new
staff orientation

departments
within the
district

handbook, letter,
504 Coordinator,
legal counsel,
BOE, student
services

same
opportunities
for all students
in the district

J

Child Study
Team

Handbook
provides FAPE

handbook, Child
Study Team
process outlines
evaluation
procedures

handbook,
process from
building
administrator,
handbook lists
procedural
safeguards

handbook, ongoing
communication
with all students
to provide
opportunities

K

Child Study
Team Same
process
reviewed by the
attorney;
electronic forms

lots of policies
on FAPE

Child Study
Team handles
evaluation
procedures

paperwork,
Assistant, Child
Study Team,
evaluation
information,
legal counsel
assists with
procedural
safeguards

Staff
announcements
on opportunities

L

Annual reviews
at the beginning
of the year,
Child Study
team

board policy on
FAPE,
procedural
safeguards lists
FAPE,
paperwork,
meetings

Section 504
Coordinator,
ISD, Child Study
Team process
oversees
evaluation
procedures

paperwork,
Board policy
outlines
procedural
safeguards

paperwork
assist with this
requirement

M

Child Study
Team

Handbook lists
FAPE

Handbook
outline
evaluation
procedures,
Child Study
Team process

handbook,
process from
building
administrator on
procedural
safeguards

handbook, ongoing
communication
on opportunities
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Table 5- continued
School
District

N

#1

#2

#3

#4

#5

Annually
identify and
locate all
children with
disabilities

Provide FAPE

Evaluation and
Placement
procedures

Establish
procedural
safeguards

Afford children
with disabilities
and equal
opportunity to
participate in
non-academic
activities

Child Study
Team,
administrative
assistant,
informal
process, school
psychologist

First CST
identifies the
issue and
provides FAPE

paperwork,
stakeholders,
Child Study
Team,
psychologist
oversees
evaluation
procedures

paperwork,
building
administrator,
Section 504
Coordinator,
meet with
psychologists to
outline
procedural
safeguards,
student
management
system provides
info.

dialogue,
paperwork on
opportunities in
the district

Table 6
Total Number of Processes, Tools, and Procedures Used to Implement the Requirements
Processes, Tools, and
Procedures

#1

#2

#3

#4

#5

Total

Paperwork (forms,
pamphlets, flowcharts,
handbooks)

4

7

6

14

5

36

Child Study Team
Section 504 Coordinator
Attorney
Policies
Announcement
Administrative Assistant
School psychologist
Building Section 504
Coordinator

13
2
1

4

8
4

1
2

26
12
7
7
4
3
3
2

Building Administrator
Electronic file system
Professional
Development
Counselors

3

4
6
4

4
2
1

1
1

1
1
1
2

2
1

1
1

2
2
2
1
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Table 6- continued
Processes, Tools, and
Procedures

#1

Flash drive
Guidance Counselor
Intermediate School
District

1

Interventionist
Meeting
New staff orientation
Parent referrals
Principals
Social Workers
Special ed. Director
Student Management
System
Superintendent
Teacher
Title 1 services
Website
Total

#2

#3

#4

#5

1

1
1
1

1

1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1

1

1
1
1
1
1
1
1

1
1
1
1
31

19

23

Total

37

12

1
1
1
1
122

Sub-theme 2.1: There is a vast variation within the processes, tools, and
procedures Section 504 Coordinators use to implement the five requirements of
Section 504. There is a vast variation in the processes, tools, and procedures Section 504
Coordinators use to implement the five requirements in a uniform way across their
districts. Table 7 outlines the 36 different processes, tools, and procedures listed in five
main categories: (a) written form, (b) people, (c) electronic information system, (d)
professional development, and (e) misc.
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Table 7
Variations of the Processes, Tools, and Procedures Used by Section 504 Coordinators

Written form

People

Announcements

Administrative
Assistant

Electronic
Information
System
Electronic file
system

Paperwork
(forms,
pamphlets,
handbooks)

Attorney

Flash Drive

Policies

Building
Administrator
Building
Section 504
Coordinator

PowerSchool

Child Study
Team
Counselors

Website

Professional
Development

Misc.

Meetings

Title I Services

New staff
orientation

Student
Management
System

Guidance
Counselors
Intermediate
School District
Interventionist
Parent referrals
Principals
School
Psychologist
Section 504
Coordinator
Social Workers
Special Ed.
Director
Superintendent
Teacher

While many school districts use various types of paperwork (e.g., forms,
pamphlets, flowcharts, handbooks) to help implement the five requirements of Section
504, people and electronic information system are also used regularly as tools. People,
which can include Child Study Teams, Section 504 Coordinators, building
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administrators, school psychologists, social workers, superintendents, and guidance
counselors, and attorneys are resources located inside and outside the school district.
Section 504 Coordinator D states:
I rely on our attorneys to help with the process and I also rely on annual meetings
with our building coordinators to look at the process and they share whatever
issues are out there and then we try to work with that and try to help support them
in a way that we can be more consistent as a district to provide more hands on
support for them also.
Another Section 504 Coordinator supports the importance of staff while implementing
the five requirements of Section 504 in a uniform way across their district:
The electronic file system, the administrative assistant, the teachers, when they
place them into next year’s class, putting an x in that column that says a 504 plan,
putting a hard copy in the CA60. All of those procedures. And the Kid’s Team.
Through my analysis, I also learned of two new tools that would be helpful to
Section 504 Coordinators as they implement the five requirements: a centralized database
for students and more guidance from the local Intermediate School District (ISD)
including an ISD team. Nearly all Section 504 Coordinators mentioned the need for a
student management system that could help with the 504 processes and compliance
issues. In the local ISD for these districts there is a student information system to track
special education students, fill out forms, and to send reminders about when the IEP
should be reviewed. District Coordinators would like the same for Section 504 students.
One Coordinator responded:
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Everything in TIENET [special education student management system] is report
driven so I am able, as the director, I am able to print, and once a week I say, late
IEP, late IEP, late IEP, late IEP. And I sent out e-mails and I write discipline for
it. Not that I’m looking to discipline, but if you are not doing your job, that’s a
huge compliance piece, so I’d love to see 504 in TIENET for those pieces,
because our other buildings are like, oh we just kind of keep track of lists of when
kids are due, and we just make sure they are done by the annual review date. I’m
like, how, what’s your double check, how are you making sure you are getting
your date cause it’s constantly changing.
Another tool Section 504 Coordinators would like to have is more guidance from
the local ISD and a Section 504 team that meets regularly to discuss Section 504
legislation and processes. One Coordinator responded:
I also think that even an ISD team, not just the district person. I can go to local
meetings upon meetings, but I am not the person who is creating the reports, so I
can come back and disseminate that information, but I feel like a work group
where people can get their feet wet and try it out, or maybe it is just me within the
district creating our own workgroup, or regional workgroup.
Subtheme 2.2: All 14 school districts use a Child Study Team to annually
identify and locate students with disabilities. While there are multiple processes, tools,
and procedures Section 504 Coordinators indicate they use to implement the five
requirements of Section 504 in a uniform way across their districts, two tools stand out as
beneficial: Child Study Teams and various types of paperwork. When discussing how
school districts annual identify and locate all children with disabilities, all 14 school
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district identified the Child Study Team as an instrumental tool in this process. All 14
districts also communicated their district had a Child Study Team at the elementary and
secondary levels. These teams were referred to as Child Study Teams, Students’
Assistant Teams, RTI Team, Kids Team, Student Assistance Process, or in one district
DISPO. Though unsure what the acronym DISPO meant, the Section 504 Coordinator in
district H knew the team was doing their job. He states,
They all call them DISPO, and I don’t know what the initials stand for, and I’m
not even sure what exactly it means. I just accept it as what they have called it,
but that’s their process of looking at students who are in need within child find.
Section 504 Coordinator H echoed this response and commented:
I think part of it is through our Kid’s Team at the elementary, because any time
there is a cause for concern, we come together and wrap around the kids. But
again, like I mentioned earlier, when a referral comes to us it can come from
about five different branches, and so it just depends on the nature. But I feel like
we have a good system in place so that I don’t have kids out here who have needs
who are just sitting there.
Though very instrumental in the child find process, Child Study Teams met at
different times within the school year with elementary buildings meeting on a more
regular basis. Interestingly, in eight cases the Section 504 Coordinator was able to clearly
state when the Child Study Teams met and in six cases the Coordinators were unsure or
only knew the elementary process.
The Child Study Team make-up also varied across the different school district.
Most districts though have teams similar to School District H.
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And we have a general ed. representation. We have a general ed. teacher, we
have our general ed. social worker, we have our school psychologist, my assistant
principal, we have our reading interventionist. And then it depends on the
situation so if there is, for example, I don’t know, if we’re concerned about
writing, we might invite the PT or OT to sit in. We have kind of revolving
members depending if we need some specialization.
Section 504 Coordinator L confirmed the make-up of the Child Study Teams:
They set it up with the speech pathologist, the school social worker, the school
psychologist, the principal, and the vice principal. And then they take all the kids
specifically that people have concerns about, but also anyone who has two or
more Es or three or more Es, or even four or more, and they put them in time
spots, and they release the general education teacher, so they do it in a two day
cycle and bring teachers in for each specific kid.
Subtheme 2.3: Each of the school districts were using various types of
paperwork (e.g., forms, pamphlets, handbooks) to help implement the five
requirements of Section 504. Through my interview process and review of Section 504
documents, I also found Section 504 paperwork was a tool used multiple times in all
school districts to implement the five requirements of Section 504 in a uniform way
across their districts (Table 5 and Table 6). All 14 districts used this tool multiple times.
When asked about the implementation of the five requirements, forms of paperwork,
including forms, pamphlets, flowcharts, and handbooks were mentioned 36 times as a
means to implement the five requirements of Section 504. In regards to (a) identify and
locating students, paperwork was mentioned four times; (b) providing a free and
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appropriate public education, Section 504 Coordinators responded with paperwork seven
times; (c) evaluating and placing students, paperwork was mentioned six times; (d)
providing procedural safeguards, Section 504 Coordinators responded with paperwork 14
times; and (e) affording, from a district perspective, children with Section 504 plans an
equal opportunity to participate in nonacademic and extra-curricular services and
activities, paperwork was mentioned five times. Section 504 Coordinator I clearly states,
“We have pamphlets to give parents, and we have staff handbooks that we give out to
new staff.”
Section 504 Coordinator G responded how paperwork was a part of the
procedural safeguard process, “Here’s the parent notification and this is all part of that
document. They would receive this notice and along with the notice they would also get
the 504 rights handbook, student rights handbook.”
Another Section 504 Coordinator echoed this response:
For 504 we have everyone at the building level get the board policy. They also
have copies, procedural safeguards, and rights for parents. They also get a copy,
the actual notice of the conference for the family and whether or not they are
planning to attend, the evaluation summary, and report. And then the actual
meeting summary. This is what teachers get at the end.
Knowing how important the Section 504 paperwork and forms are for the
implementation of the five requirements, the Coordinator in school district I outlined the
detailed process her district used to update the forms since the 2008 amendment. The
district started by forming a district-wide committee co-facilitated by the Section 504
Coordinator and the Director of Special Education. Stakeholders on the committee
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included teachers, school psychologists, social workers, counselors, administrators, and
special education staff. She states:
We formed the district-wide committee, we went to the attorney. He just red
inked it (handbook) and we had several discussions. We took several trips to his
office and he gave us a new and improved version. Every time revisions were
made, we went back to the committee, and the committee advised us of
recommendations to be made. What I asked them to do was to go and talk to their
counterparts and find out what’s working and what’s not and to come back and to
reconvene, and to share out with the entire group…So three or four times we took
our improvements back to the committee and allowed them to go through and ask
questions and it was just a back and forth. It was a beneficial exchange between
legal representative and the school district…
Theme (3.0): There are variations regarding the roles and responsibilities of Section
504 Coordinators
At the beginning of each interview I asked the Section 504 Coordinators to briefly
tell me about their job title and responsibilities including their role as the Section 504
Coordinator. Table 3 (provided earlier in this chapter) outlines the response generated
from the job titles. In addition to their responsibilities as either an Assistant
Superintendent of Instruction, Director of Special Education, Curriculum Director,
building administrator, or Director of Student Services, some Section 504 Coordinator
also serve as the district level compliance monitor, train building coordinators, attend
Section 504 meetings, oversee the Section 504 process in their district, and review new
legislation on Section 504 (Table 8). There were over 12 stated responsibilities for the
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Section 504 Coordinator. Section 504 Coordinator I stated her role and responsibilities as
being:
Primarily responsible for student services. Responsible for alerting and informing
staff the number of 504 students that are current in the district. Responsible for
disseminating the information to the counselors, and responsible for serving as a
liaison for the special education office, to review legislation to ensure that our
practices and policies are aligned with those mandates.
While Section 504 Coordinator I is also the Assistant Superintendent for Students
Services, Section 504 Coordinator F, Director of Student Services has different
responsibilities as the 504 Coordinator:
My role as 504 Coordinator? Each year I attend a 504 update training at the ISD,
I’m responsible for maintaining all the documents related to 504, training staff on
the use of those documents, and then any follow-up meetings related to.
Table 8
Roles and Responsibilities of Section 504 Coordinators

Keeper of the documents
Oversees 504 building
coordinator
Ensure processes and
procedures are in place
First contact with 504
questions

A

B

C

D

E

F

G

H

I

J

K

L

M

N

Total

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

14

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

14

X

X

X

X

X

X

X
X

Written job description
District level compliance
monitor

X
X

Lead Section 504 meetings
Offer training
Final complaint investigator
Review legislation
Write forms

X

X

5
X

X

5
3

X

2

X

X

2

X

X

2

X

1
X

1
X

1
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Let us look at some subthemes.
Subtheme 3.1: All 14 Section 504 Coordinators serve as the keeper of
required documents to ensure uniformity of requirements across the districts. All
14 Coordinators serve as the keeper of their required documents which means they
maintain a master list of all the Section 504 students in their district, including the name,
grade, initial Section 504 meeting date, and the review date. In some cases, the
Coordinator communicates the review dates to the building coordinators. As keeper of
the documents, the Section 504 Coordinators are able to provide uniformity of the
requirements across the districts by ensuring each Section 504 plan has the needed
information. Thirteen Section 504 Coordinators use a simple spreadsheet to keep the
information. Section 504 Coordinator L stated her role as the keeper of the documents:
I use Google Docs so that all four building people have access to that. Right now
I’m keeping a general list with the annual review date. I keep their name, the
date, grade, and what specifically the 504 is for. So then we start there. And I
keep a copy in a binder here, and each person in a building keeps a binder with all
the copies.
Section 504 Coordinator I provided a similar example of her role as the keeper of the
documents.
We keep a spreadsheet. I’m sure it’s also part of the student information system
because my secretary is able to generate a printout to distribute to all of the
counselors and building principals at the beginning of every year, and she has sort
of a cumulative list that she continues to add on three times a year. And then she
updates those and distributes those back out to the buildings. So we always know

97
the number but we don’t necessarily know the number of candidates that are in a
waiting status.
While 13 Section 504 Coordinators keep track of their 504 students through a
simple spreadsheet, one Section 504 Coordinator keeps all this information in his head
without using a spreadsheet. When asked how he keeps track of the 504 students in his
district, Section 504 Coordinator E responded:
We’re working on putting in student information, which right now is, it will
change next year, but it’s in my head. Literally, I know at the buildings who has a
504 and then we talking through when they come in whether they are new,
whether they have been revised, and because of the complexity I usually lead
those meetings. Not every single time.
Subtheme 3.2: All 14 Section 504 Coordinators oversee Section 504 building
coordinators to ensure uniformity in their districts. When asked specifically about the
roles and responsibilities of Section 504, all 14 Section 504 Coordinators also believed
one of their job responsibilities involved overseeing the building 504 Coordinators. By
overseeing the building coordinators information can be disseminated to the individuals
who are writing Section 504 plans and will help provide uniformity of Section 504
requirements across their districts. Section 504 Coordinator L explains:
I am a district lens, so I oversee a person in each building, and the person in that
building is responsible for ensuring the team is meeting, ensuring the forms are
filled out correctly. So I keep a district wide list of our students and then the dates
of their annual review, what forms they’ve used, and ensure that the building
person is following the protocols set forward by our district.
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Another Coordinator expresses why meeting as a team is so instrumental in
providing uniformity in the district:
I rely on annual meetings with our building coordinators to look at the process
and they share whatever issues are out there and then we try to work with that and
try to help support them in a way that can be more consistent as a district to
provide more hands on support for them also.
While most Section 504 Coordinators communicate with their building
coordinators through email or phone calls, five Section 504 Coordinators have formal
meeting with their building 504 Coordinators:
We have ad staff meetings which is all our administrators in the district. We have
two principals and we both have assistant principals and our business office and
we have ad staff, we also meet as principals every other week, the four of us.
Again, because we are so small and we just want to stay on top of it. That is
where 504 would come up. So our principal’s meeting, our ad staff meeting, and
that’s about it.
Many Coordinators expressed meeting times are varied, and on an “as needed
basis.” Section 504 Coordinator G met with only one of her building coordinators last
year. She explains:
I met with high school this year just because they had some concerns about the
process and what exactly is the process and who is supposed to own the process.
I never met with most of my elementary 504 coordinators who are the principals.
How do I get information to them I email it to them. I email the records to them
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and when they have a 504 they have done, they can scan to email back to me and
I just keep the records.
Subtheme 3.3: All 14 Section 504 Coordinators were not aware of written job
description for their role. I wanted to gain a better understanding of the roles and
responsibilities of a Section 504 Coordinator and whether there were similarities and
differences in their job descriptions. Each Section 504 Coordinator was asked the
question, “do you have a written job description as the 504 Coordinator?” All 14 Section
504 Coordinators responded either “no” or “not that I’m aware of.” In two instances, the
Section 504 Coordinators were mistaken, whereby they had indicated there was none, but
I subsequently found them via the document review.
School district J and school district M share the same Section 504 Coordinator.
This coordinator also serves as the Director of Special Education in both districts. When
asked about a job description she answered, “No, Not that I know of. There might be
something in board policy but I have never seen it.” The Section 504 Coordinator then
started leafing through School District J’s very detailed Section 504 District Handbook
and on page 8 were staff roles of the District Coordinator of Section 504, the Section 504
Team Chairperson, and Principal. In regards to the District Coordinator of Section 504
five responsibilities were listed: (a) coordinates district efforts to comply with Section
504 regulations; (b) assures publication of Child Find Notice and distributes copy for
posting at all districts sites; (c) receives and reviews a copy of all Section 504
Educational Plans; (d) maintains a master list of district students with 504 plans; and (e)
oversees and attempts to resolve any Section 504 educational complaints.
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During our interview, Section 504 Coordinator J mentioned some responsibilities
listed in her job description including the publication of the Child Find Notice and
maintaining a master list of district students with 504 plans. She also added,
It’s really a consultation role. I’m the 504 consultant I’m not always directly
involved in the development of the plans. I kind of oversee the process and if a
parent has a complaint they would bring it to me. Sometimes I am invited to sit in
on 504 meetings if they are touch and sensitive.
In a surprising find, when I looked at the handbook from School District M, the
other district where she serves as the Section 504 Coordinator, not all five 504
responsibilities were listed. The only three listed were (a) coordinates district efforts to
comply with Section 504 regulations; (b) assures publication of Child Find Notice and
distributes copy for posting at all district sites; and (c) oversees and attempts to resolve
any Section 504 educational complaints. Omitted were the responsibilities of (a) receives
and reviews a copy of all Section 504 Educational Plans and (b) maintains a master list of
district students with 504 plans.
In another school district, the Section 504 Coordinator N was also unaware of a
job description. When asked the question regarding a written job description, her answer
was, “no, there is none. If there is, I’ve never seen it.” Once again a very detailed
Section 504 Staff Handbook was given to me for my document review. The handbook
contained the responsibilities of the District Coordinator of Section 504. These included:
(a) coordinates District efforts to comply with Section 504 regulations including training
of administrative staff; (b) maintains a master list of those students with 504 plans,
including name, grade, major life activity area impacted, annual review date, and
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projected re-evaluation date; (c) assures publication of Child Find Notice and distributes
copy for posting at all District sites; (d) reviews 504 Accommodation Plan if proposed
accommodations require resources beyond school level; (e) receives and reviews Section
504 complaints, organizes and conducts investigations, and attempts to resolve any
concerns/complaints; and (f) organizes district response to any complaint filed with the
Office of Civil Rights.
When asked about her role as the Section 504 Coordinator, she answered:
Primarily responsible for student services. Responsible for alerting and
informing staff the number of 504 students that are current in the district.
Responsible for disseminating the information to the counselors, and responsible
for serving as a liaison for the special education office, to review legislation to
ensure that our practices and policies are aligned with those mandates.
Subtheme 3.4: Twelve of 14 school districts did not have a flowchart
outlining the Section 504 process or Section 504 paperwork process for their
districts. While paperwork is very instrumental in assisting with the implementation of
the five requirements, surprisingly only one school district had both a process flowchart
and a paperwork flowchart to assist building Section 504 Coordinators, staff, and parents
through the 504 process. Two school districts had Section 504 process flowcharts and
only one had a Section 504 paperwork flowchart. All 14 districts had Section 504
paperwork and non-discriminatory paperwork. Table 9 details the paperwork found in the
14 school districts.
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Table 9
Document Review of Section 504 Flowcharts and Paperwork

School
District

Written job
description
Section 504
Coordinator

Section 504
Process &
Paperwork
Flowchart

Section 504
Paperwork

Nondiscriminatory
paperwork

A

No

No/No

Yes

Yes

B

No

No/No

Yes

Yes

C

No

Yes/Yes

Yes

Yes

D

No

No/No

Yes

Yes

E

No

No/No

Yes

Yes

F

No

No/No

Yes

Yes

G

No

No/No

Yes

Yes

H

No

Yes/No

Yes

Yes

I
J

Yes
Yes

No/No
No/No

Yes
Yes

Yes
Yes

K

No

No/No

Yes

Yes

L

No

No/No

Yes

Yes

M

Yes

No/No

Yes

Yes

N

No

No/No

Yes

Yes

Total no:

14

12/13

0

Total yes:

3

2/1

14

0
14

School district C was the one district which had a Section 504 flowchart that
included the process and highlighted the paperwork flow. As seen in Figure 3, the 504
flowchart outlines for the building Section 504 coordinators, staff, and parents the seven
necessary steps to follow to evaluate a student for a Section 504 plans. These seven steps
included: (1) refer the student; (2) decide whether to evaluate the student; (3) evaluate the
student; (4) determine the student’s eligibility; (5) develop a Section 504 plan for the
student; (6) annually review the student’s Section 504 plan; and (7) periodically reevaluate the student. Found in each step is the needed Section 504 paperwork, including
the 504 referral, the Notice of Parents Rights, teacher input and parent input forms, 504
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evaluation form, thirty day data collection report, 504 accommodation checklist,
ADA/504 Eligibility Determination form, Section 504 plan, and the review letter to
parents.
School district H also had a Section 504 flowchart. As seen in Figure 4, this
flowchart was a very generic version and was not specific to the individual school
district. It did not include the detailed steps, needed 504 paperwork, and was difficult to
read.

Figure 3. School District C Section 504 flowchart.
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Figure 4. School District H Section 504 flowchart.
While the process and paperwork flowchart is helpful to the building Section 504
coordinators, staff, and parents to ensure uniformity of the requirements across their
district, three school districts (D, J, and M) had a Section 504 procedural outline of the
Section 504 process. The procedural outline is step-by-step instructions the building
Section 504 coordinator or parent should follow is they suspect a student may have a
disability and should be referred for a Section 504 evaluation. These outlines included
the needed paperwork that should be filled out during the process.
When asked if their district had an organizational chart which would show me the
process for creating a 504 plan, 12 Section 504 Coordinators responded with a simple,
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“no.” The same answer was given was asked about a paperwork flowchart. Section 504
Coordinators expressed interest in providing building Section 504 Coordinators, staff,
and parents with a process flowchart and a paperwork flowchart. One Section 504
Coordinator expressed, “but as I get my feet under the 504 piece, a flow chart would
absolutely be a great idea.” She even asked me to send her an example of one.
Theme (4.0): Despite some variation of practice and differences in the Section 504
Coordinator roles, the percentage of Section 504 students in each of the 14 districts
was similar, ranging from <1% to 2% of the total school population
As found on Table 10, Section 504 Coordinators also provided me with the total
number of special education students and Section 504 students in their districts. The
percentage of special education students ranged from as low as 8% in two school
districts, to as high as 16% in one school district. The average percentage was 11.9%.
The percentage of Section 504 students was significantly lower. Out of the 14 school
districts, eight districts had < 1% of their total student population Section 504 eligible;
five school districts had 1% of their student body on Section 504 plans; and one district
had 2% of their total student population Section 504 eligible.
Table 10
Student Population and Total Percent of Students with Disabilities
School
District

Setting

Total school
population

Number of Special
Education Students/
Percentage

Number of Section
504
Students/Percentage

Total Percent of
Students with
Disabilities

A

suburban

3,593

321/ 8.93%

30/ <1% (.83%)

9.77%

B

suburban

4,331

508/ 11.73%

69/ 2% (1.5%)

13.32%

C

suburban

2,189

311/14.21%

17<1% (.78%)

14.98%

D

suburban

10,130

800/ 7.90%

130/ 1% (1.28%)

9.18%

E

Urban

2,189

312/ 14.25%

11/ <1% (.50%)

14.76%

F

suburban

5,577

750/ 13.45%

65/ 1% (1.16%)

14.61%

G

suburban

3,351

371/ 11.07%

35/ 1% (1.04%)

12.12%

H

Rural

1,247

149/ 11.95%

9/ <1% (.72%)

12.67%
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Table 10- continued
School
District

Setting

Total school
population

Number of Special
Education Students/
Percentage

Number of Section
504
Students/Percentage

Total Percent of
Students with
Disabilities

I

suburban

8,750

1,380/15.77%

54/ <1% (.62%)

16.39%

J

Rural

3,767

317/ 8.42%

29/ <1% (.77%)

9.19%

K

suburban

3,401

379/ 11.14%

49/ 1% (1.44%)

12.58%

L

Rural

2,633

348/ 13.22%

22/ <1% (.84%)

14.05%

M

Rural

3,046

365/ 11.98%

35/ 1% (1.15%)

13.13%

N

Urban

4,442

565/ 12.72%

7/ <1% (.16%)

12.88%

Of the four rural districts, three had <1% of students with Section 504 plans and
one had 1% of their student population with 504 plans. When referring to the eight
suburban districts, three districts had <1% of their students Section 504 eligible, four
school districts had 1%, and one district had 2% of their student population Section 504
eligible. In both urban school districts, <1% of their students qualified for Section 504
plans.
Summary
Through the data analysis process involving transcripts and document reviews, I
developed four major themes and 11 subthemes. In chapter 5, I will answer my research
questions and connect my study to previous research.
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CHAPTER V
DISCUSSION
The federal government has taken many steps to ensure public schools meet the
needs of all students, regardless of a student’s race, gender, or disability. In order for
public schools to receive federal funds, states must develop and implement policies that
assure a free and appropriate public education to all children including those with
disabilities. Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 is a civil rights law designed to
eliminate discrimination on the basis of disability in any program or activity receiving
Federal financial assistance. Section 504 guarantees certain rights to individuals with
disabilities.
Most recently, The American with Disabilities Amendments Act of 2008
(ADAAA of 2008), the revised and renamed Rehabilitation Act of 1973, defines a
broader definition of a student with a disability. While there is research regarding the
implementation of Section 504 in public schools, there are limited studies examining
Section 504 since the 2008 amendments and no research on the five requirements of the
law and processes, tools, and procedures used to implement these requirements.
The purpose of this qualitative study, therefore, is to describe and interpret the
processes, tools, and procedures Section 504 Coordinators use to create and provide
uniformity of Section 504 requirements across their districts.
Knowing the Americans with Disabilities Act Amendments Act of 2008 is not
being implemented with consistency in all school districts (based on my previous pilot
project); I wanted to gain some insight about the implementation of Section 504 since the
2008 amendments. This study was designed to examine what processes, tools, and
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procedures Section 504 Coordinators were using to create and provide uniformity of the
five requirements of the law across their district. I specifically looked at how coordinators
ensure their schools (a) identified and located students, (b) made provisions for providing
a free and appropriate public education, (c) evaluated and placed students, (d) provided
procedural safeguards, and (e) afforded, from a district perspective, children with Section
504 plans an equal opportunity to participate in nonacademic and extra-curricular
services and activities.
Analysis of Research Questions
Research Question 1
My first research question focused on examining Section 504 Coordinators and
how well districts had processes, tools, and procedures in place to ensure the five
requirements of Section 504 are created and implemented in a uniform way across their
district. Much variation exists in the level of difficulty expressed by Section 504
Coordinators in reference to implementing the five requirements of Section 504 (Theme
1.0). Data from the interviews, document review, and my tables reveal that when
districts found a requirement easy to implement it was likely proper processes, tools, and
procedures were in place to assist with implementation. In contrast, when a district found
a requirement difficult to implement, it is unlikely process, tools, and procedures were in
place to assist with implementation. A summary of this information can be found on
Table 11.
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Table 11
Five Requirements of Section 504 and Proper Processes, Tools, and Procedures
Five Requirements of Section 504

Easy or
Difficult to
implement
Both- easy and
difficult

Are proper processes, tools,
and procedures in place?

2) Made provisions for providing a free and
appropriate public education

Difficult

Unlikely

3) Evaluated and placed students

Difficult

Unlikely

4) Provided procedural safeguards

Easy

Likely

5) Afforded children with Section 504 plans
an equal opportunity to participate in
nonacademic and extra-curricular services
and activities.

Easy

Likely

1) Identified and located students

Likely and Unlikely

Of the five requirements, most Section 504 Coordinators found the fourth and
fifth requirements of establishing procedural safeguards and affording children with
disabilities an equal opportunity to participate in nonacademic and extra-curricular
services and activities the easiest to implement in a uniform way across the districts since
the 2008 amendments (Subtheme 1.1). The Section 504 Coordinators found these
requirements to be straightforward, very similar to the special education process, and
easy to reproduce. They also noted that proper processes, tools, and procedures are in
place to ensure this requirement is implemented with uniformity across their districts.
The second and third requirements of providing FAPE and evaluation and
placement procedures were noted to be the most difficult requirements to implement in a
uniform way across the districts (Subtheme 1.2). The data would suggest it is unlikely
proper processes, tools, and procedures in place to ensure this requirement are
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implemented with uniformity across their districts. In addition, difficulties revolved
around the eligibility requirements and confusion between special education evaluations
and 504 evaluations. This would suggest Section 504 Coordinators need additional
training and clarification regarding this requirement.
The requirements, annually identifying and locating all children with disabilities
was easy for some and difficult for others to implement in a uniform way across the
districts (Subtheme 1.3), and received a variety of responses from Section 504
Coordinators. The data from my interviews, document reviews, and tables would
indicate in some cases, proper processes, tools, and procedures are in place to ensure this
requirement is implemented with uniformity across their districts, and in other cases, they
are not in place.
While not having the proper processes, tools, and procedures in place is hindering
the implementation of the five federal Section 504 requirements, the data from my
research study also found some Section 504 Coordinators acknowledged difficulties
understanding the five requirements (Subtheme 1.4). Confirming studies by Arsenault
(2003), Madaus and Shaw (2006, 2007), Shaw et al. (2012), and Zirkel (2013), Section
504 Coordinators still find the eligibility requirements vague and confusing to them.
Many Coordinators mentioned the terms, documented disability, substantially limits, and
major life activities are subjective and difficult to interpret. I also found there is still
confusion understanding the difference between special education and Section 504.
Section 504 Coordinator B expressed, “I would love to see some consistency in terms of
which students were identified. So I think it’s fuzzy in terms of what is substantially
limits.”
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Section 504 Coordinator supports this sentiment and responded:
I think it is a little challenging because all you have are the guidance documents
and the terminology that they use substantially limits the major impact. And it’s
everybody’s view of that is different. A child in one building might be viewed
entirely different than a child in another building. So I think that’s hard.
After I examined the interview data, completed my document reviews, and
reviewed the data from on my tables, I compiled all the information on Table 12 which
reveals the likelihood the Section 504 Coordinator is ensuring this policy is being created
and implemented in a uniform way across their districts. In seven of 14 districts, it is
likely Section 504 is being implemented uniformly; in four districts I was unsure; and in
three districts Section 504 is unlikely being implemented uniformly. In the seven
districts deemed likely, in most cases the Section 504 Coordinator had experience as the
Director of Special Education or had many years of experience as the Section 504
Coordinator. As evident through the interviews, these Section 504 Coordinators were
knowledgeable about the processes and procedures and were eager to seek out answers
on how to better Section 504 in their districts. Section 504 Coordinator L expresses her
desire to improve implement this policy:
I just don’t understand why it is so confusing. It just seems to me, and I don’t
want to say regulation is the answer, because regulation leads to more confusion
typically. I think education though. This is not big and scary. And our ultimate
goal is to help kids.
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Table 12
Overall Assessment of Section 504 and Implementation at the District Level
School
District

A

Ensuring that
uniform policy
implementation is
occurring
Unlikely

Data points

B

Likely

Coordinator's experience in special education; knowledgeable about
Section 504 and the processes and procedures

C

Unsure

Coordinator is new to the position, but has been in the district for
many years; comments made in the interview regarding Section 504
and it is a work in progress

D

Likely

Coordinator's number of years in the position (22); experience as
the Director of Special Education; comments made in the interview
regarding having an OCR complaint filed against the district

E

Unlikely

comments made in the interviews regarding managing Section 504
information; paperwork is very old and has not been reviewed in
years; number of Section 504 students (11)

F

Likely

Coordinator's experience as the Director of Student Services; cannot
be called Special Education Director since she does not have the
degree; comments made in the interview regarding proceses and
procedures; paperwork in place

G

Unlikely

Coordinator's number of years in the position (1); does not have any
special education background; comments made in the interview
about the Section 504 process and procedures

H

Unsure

Coordinator has only been in the position for two years, small
district, only one other administrator; good systems in place
including electronic forms, Kid's Team

I

Likely

Coordinator's number of years in the position (6); comments made
in the interview regarding knowledge of Section 504 and the
process the district went through since the 2008 amendments

number of Section 504 students (30); comments made in interview
that Section 504 plans do not belong in public schools; years in the
position
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Table 12- continued

J

Ensuring that
uniform policy
implementation is
occurring
Unsure

K

Likely

Coordinator's number of years in the position (12); experience as
the Director of Special Education; comments made in the interview
regarding the processes and procedures the district has in place

L

Likely

Coordinator's experience as the Director of Special Education;
comments made in the interview regarding the process and
procedures of Section 504; eager to seek out answers about Section
504

M

Unsure

Coordinator's experience as the Director of Special Education, but
also works in a consultant role in two school districts; proper
paperwork and tools and in place

N

Likely

Coordinator's experience as the Director of Student Services with
the special education component; comments made in the interviews
regarding school psychologists and creating uniformity in his
district

School
District

Data points

Coordinator's experience as the Director of Special Education, but
also works in a consultant role in two school districts; proper
paperwork and tools and in place

In four districts I was unsure whether Section 504 was being implemented in a
uniform way across their districts. One of the Section 504 Coordinators served as the
coordinator for two districts and served as more as a consultant to the 504 process; and
the other two coordinators were new to their positions, but had some knowledge about
special education and Section 504. When responding to a question addressing the
implementation of Section 504, one coordinator responded:
I wouldn’t say either (easy or difficult) or. I would go back to it’s a work in
progress and we continue to revise it. So I wouldn’t say yes, it’s been very easy,
and I wouldn’t say it’s been difficult. It’s just a process of growing it and building
capacity within staff of what needs to be done and so we probably fall somewhere
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in the middle of that. Yes, it is, it does take concentration and effort in having
purpose and intention, but I feel we are moving in the right direction.
In three districts it is unlikely the Section 504 Coordinator is ensuring this policy
is being created and implemented in a uniform way across their districts. In two of these
cases, the Section 504 Coordinator did not have any experience with special education
were new to their positions, and did not fully understand Section 504 policy. This was
evident when one Section 504 Coordinator expressed her displeasure about the law:
We get too many 504s. Most of them are not needed. I don’t think we should be
doing 504s. We should be addressing the problem early on, and then figuring out
what solves the problem, and not making accommodations for it. So if it’s a
counseling issues, if it’s a medical issue, if it’s a learning issue, we need to work
together to figure out how to do that rather than accommodate so much…I don’t
believe it (Section 504) belongs in public schools. I believe that you could have
special ed., special education for students with disabilities. We have counselors
with kids with needs outside of the realm of academics, and 90% of the kids on
504s should not be because all those things. Teachers want to work with you.
The want to work with people; they don’t need a legal document.
Research Question 2
My second research question examined which aspects of creating and
implementing such processes, tools and procedures across their district have been the
easiest or most difficult to implement and why. Through my data analysis I found there
are different processes, tools, and procedures Section 504 Coordinators indicate they use
to implement the five requirements of Section 504 in a uniform way across their districts
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(Theme 2.0). While there are over 30 different detailed processes, tools, and procedures
used by Section 504 Coordinators, two tools emerged as the most beneficial to assist with
implementation (Chapter 4, Table 5). These two tools are Child Study Teams and the
Section 504 paperwork.
First, Child Study Teams served as an instrumental tool in the implementation of
most of the requirements including the child find process, establishing nondiscriminatory
evaluation procedures and placement procedures, and helping parents examine relevant
records. All 14 school districts use a Child Study Team to annually identify and locate
students with disabilities (Subtheme 2.2). This finding, plus the fact that such teams were
already in place for special education purposes, would suggest the Child Study Teams is
one of the easiest tools to create and implement. Child Study Teams have had a long
tradition in public schools and have been in existence at the elementary and secondary
levels for many years. They meet on a regular basis and different professionals can be
part of these meetings including the building administrator, school psychologist, social
worker, speech therapist, reading specialist, and special education teacher.
Besides serving as one of the easiest tools to help implement Section 504
requirements, Child Study Teams have helped help with the implementation of MultiTiered System of Support (MTSS), formerly known as Response to Intervention (RTI)
and the special education process. MTSS is a systematic, school model that provides
both academic and behavior interventions for all students. The Child Study Team helps
with this implementation of MTSS by monitoring the progress of students, keeping data
on their progress, and deciding whether the supports and interventions should be
increased, decreased, or maintained.
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The MTSS model is also part of the special education process. Through MTSS
the Child Study Team is able to gain valuable information on a student. In the past,
students would not receive any interventions or services until they qualified for special
education. Through the MTSS model, students who are struggling either academically or
behaviorally receive interventions sooner and if the student does not show improvement,
a special education evaluation can be written. Section 504 Coordinator A discusses how
their Child Study Team helps with MTSS:
At each elementary I have about five meetings per year. So it is maybe once a
month. So that if the teacher brings a child to that, we don’t really call it child
study team, I don’t know what we call it- an RTI meeting. And our school psych.
Is there and that child study team is there. I want to say we have an excellent
intervention program, K-4 for sure, and we’re working on our 5-8 one being
better, but our K-4 we have an excellent program that we try to intervene, and
avoid bringing kids to special ed. It’s at the very, very, very last straw to bring
them to the RTI meeting. We had very few kids come to that this year. And the
only kids that we brought up to qualify to try and test all qualified. So we try
really, really hard to only bring kids that we’ve intervened, intervened,
intervened.
Section 504 Coordinator E explains how the Child Study Team meeting is connected to
special education:
It’s usually headed by a special educator. They kind of drive the ship. I would
like to get that changed but that’s not, that’s a good three to five year plan. I
would like to see, if you’re going to work on interventions for a large number of
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students I would like to see it driven by genial educators, not special educators,
because as soon as you put a special educator at the head of a committee, it waxes
special ed.
Section 504 Coordinator H discusses their Child Study Team:
Like I said earlier we have a RTI team so our first thing would be if a student is
troubling to refer them to the RTI team who will review their test scores, their
grades, and then hold meeting with their teachers and parent and the student to try
and figure out what’s going on and how we can beset accommodate that student
to make that student successful. If that student has a known disability, we
automatically go to 504 and we have an eligibility checklist that I have right her.
Second, each of the school districts were using various types of paperwork (e.g.
forms, pamphlets, handbooks) to help implement at least some of the five requirements of
Section 504 (Subtheme 2.3). Although previous research by Madaus and Shaw (2006,
2007) has discussed the importance of Section 504 written policy and formal Section 504
policy, my findings would suggest paperwork and forms are one of the easiest tools to
create and implement. It is easy because many Section 504 Coordinators discussed how
their Section 504 paperwork was already in existence since it was borrowed from another
district or ISD, similar to special education paperwork, or part of their Board of
Education policy. Section 504 Coordinator F comments on how they received paperwork
from the ISD:
That was pretty easy because the ISD basically created the document for us and
we modified them just slightly to fit the district. The ISD also has sample

118
document that you can use so each year it’s just one of those things that’s on our
list to check to make sure is still current.
Section 504 Coordinators used these tools 36 times in the five requirements.
Section 504 Coordinator E discusses how his district uses paperwork:
The process, I have paperwork all the way from the request by the parent all the
way to the procedural safeguards that they would receive all together in a packet.
That is the paperwork part. Then it is a matter of getting it out. A matter if listing
accommodations that the student must have, not over listing, because every
accommodation must be documented.
Interestingly, while paperwork has been an easy tool to implement, flowcharts
and have been one of the most difficult to implement. Twelve of 14 school districts did
not have a flowchart outlining the Section 504 process or Section 504 paperwork process
for their districts (Subtheme 3.4). When asked about an organizational chart for School
District L, the Section 504 Coordinator responded, “no (we do not have one), but as I get
my feet under the 504 piece, a flow chart would absolutely be a great idea. I just haven’t
gotten to one yet.”
Lastly, there were two tools Section 504 Coordinators mentioned that if created
and implemented, would be beneficial to the implementation of the five requirements in a
uniform way across their districts. This confirms the findings of other researchers (Duke,
2011; Madaus & Shaw, 2008; Taylor, 2002) who found a strong infrastructure including
mentors would help with successful policy implementation. Many Section 504
Coordinators mentioned the need for more guidance from the local Intermediate School
District (ISD) including a Section 504 ISD team that would meet regularly to discuss
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Section 504 legislation and processes. This would be a beneficial tool for the
Coordinators to have. One Section 504 Coordinator supports an ISD Section 504 team:
I also think that even as ISD team, not just the district person. I can go to local
meetings upon meetings, but I am not the person who is creating the reports, so I
can come back and disseminate the information, but I feel like a work group
where people can get their feet wet and try it out, or maybe it is just me within the
district creating our own workgroup, or regional workgroup.
Secondly, this research study also found a strong, centralized student management
system would be another valuable tool so Section 504 can be implemented successfully.
Nearly all Coordinators mentioned an electronic database would help with 504 processes
and compliance issues. This would be similar to a management system already in place
for special education students. Section 504 Coordinator L explains why a student
management system would be beneficial:
I want a system that racks everything for me. I want all the information in one
spot. I love that if we get a kid from [city], they are in my system for special ed.,
I can pull them in, I can see all the history, I can see documentation, I can see
events, I can see if they call the family, if they didn’t call the family. With a 504,
when they transfer, and it’s not in that cumulative file for some reason, it’s not
going. And also I think where I got off on my tangent was, everything in
TIENET is report driven, so I am able, as the director, I am able to print, and once
a week I say late IEP, late IEP, late IEP, late IEP. And I send out emails and I
write discipline for it. Not that I’m looking to discipline, but if you are not doing
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your job, that a huge compliance piece, so I’d love to see 504 in TIENET for
those pieces.
Section 504 Coordinator F agreed with the idea of centralized student management
system:
I think it is hard that we don’t have a good central place to store that information.
It’s like with an IEP you have TIENET, so all your documents go into TIENET,
all our evaluations get pushed into TIENET. If I want to see what is going on in
any one building, with any one student, I can just pull that up and I can go
through their history and I can see it all. 504 forms are sometimes PDF
documents, sometimes they are just old school paper documents that you fill in
with pen. They might be in a cumulative file, they might be in the administrator’s
file, they might be in the guidance counselor’s file.
Research Question 3
My third research question examined the percent of students with disabilities,
including those meeting the Section 504 criteria, being served in these districts, and how
this compared with the expected percent of students with such disabilities. I also
examined if any connections could be made between a district’s percentage of students
served with Section 504 plans and processes, tools, and procedures. Data revealed the
total percent of students with disabilities ranged from as low as 9.18% and 9.19% in two
school districts to as high as 16.39% in one school district (Chapter 4, Table 10).
Confirming research from Sable et al. (2010) indicates that approximately 12.8% of
students in a public school district receive special education services and research, while
Holler and Zirkel (2008) indicated about 1.2% of the total population is Section 504 only
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students. As seen in Table 13 my findings for the districts in my study are in line with
this previous data.
Table 13
Total Percent of Students with Disabilities
School District

Setting

Overall
Assessment
of Section
504

Percent of
Free/
Reduced
Lunch

Percentage
of Special
Education
Students

Percentage
of Section
504
Students

Total
Percent of
Students
with
Disabilities

A

Suburban

Unlikely

28%

8.93%

0.83%

9.77%

B

Suburban

Likely

18%

11.73%

1.50%

13.32%

C

Suburban

Unsure

53%

14.21%

0.78%

14.98%

D

Suburban

Likely

11%

7.90%

1.28%

9.18%

E

Urban

Unlikely

87%

14.25%

0.50%

14.76%

F

Suburban

Likely

31%

13.45%

1.16%

14.61%

G

Suburban

Unlikely

49%

11.07%

1.07%

12.12%

H

Rural

Unsure

57%

11.95%

0.72%

12.67%

I

Suburban

Likely

62%

15.77%

0.62%

16.39%

J

Rural

Unsure

31%

8.42%

0.77%

9.19%

K

Suburban

Likely

40%

11.14%

1.44%

12.58%

L

Rural

Likely

44%

13.20%

0.84%

14.05%

M

Rural

Unsure

36%

11.98%

1.15%

13.13%

N

Urban

Likely

72%

12.72%

0.16%

12.88%

44.21%

11.93%

0.92%

12.83%

Average

The second part of this research question addressed if any connections could be
made between a district’s percentage of students serviced, and their Section 504 plans and
processes, tools, and procedures. Data revealed that despite some variation of practice
and differences in Section 504 Coordinator roles, the percentage of Section 504 students
in each of the 14 districts was similar, ranging from <1% to 2% of the total school
population (Theme 4.0). Since the percentage of Section 504 students was similar, no
connections can be made. My research study also found there is a vast variation of the
processes, tools, and procedures Section 504 Coordinators use to implement the five
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requirements of Section 504. A detailed description of similar processes, tools, and
procedures that are used can be found in research question #2.
My study disputes Holler and Zirkel’s (2008) research that there is no correlation
between Section 504 plans and the affluence of families. As found on Table 13, the four
school districts with the highest free/reduced lunch percentages had the lowest
percentages of students with Section 504 plans. School District E has 87% of students on
free/reduced lunch and .50% of student with Section 504 plans; School District N has
72% free/reduced lunch and .16% Section 504 plans; School District I has 62%
free/reduced lunch and .62% Section 504 plans; and School District H has 57% of
students on free/reduced lunch and .72% of students on Section 504 plans. All four
school districts are also under the average of Section 504 students at .92%. In contrast
the top two school districts with the lowest percentage of students on free/reduced lunch
have higher percentages of students on Section 504 plans with 1.28% and 1.50%. These
percentages are also higher than the average at .92%. The data supports that districts with
families with higher socioeconomic status have higher number of Section 504 plans.
These families are more educated, understand the different facets of the law, and have
advocated for Section 504 plans for their children.
Interpretations of Findings
For my study I interviewed 14 Section 504 Coordinators in one Intermediate
School District (ISD) in a Midwest state. The Section 504 Coordinators had at least one
year experience as the Coordinator and had additional responsibilities in their school
district such as being the special education director, building administrator, assistant
superintendent, dean of students, or curriculum director. Detailed information on the
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Section 504 Coordinators and public school districts can be found in Table 1 (Chapter 3)
and Table 2 (Chapter 4).
My conceptual framework in Chapter I outlined what we already know about
Section 504 including the research on three generations of public policy implementation;
the five specific requirements of Section 504; my three research questions, and how my
study would outline the processes, tools, and procedures Section 504 Coordinators create
and use to provide uniformity across their districts.
My first illustration focuses on processes, tools, and procedures the Section 504
Coordinators use to implement the five requirements across their districts. Through
careful analyses my new findings indicate four common themes and findings as they
pertained to my research questions. These four themes (a) much variation exists in the
level of difficulty expressed by 504 Coordinators in reference to implementing the five
requirements of Section 504 in a uniform way across their districts; (b) there are different
processes, tools, and procedures Section 504 Coordinators indicate they use to implement
the five requirements of Section 504 in a uniform way across their districts; (c) there are
variations regarding the roles and responsibilities of Section 504 Coordinators; and (d)
despite some variation of practice and differences in Section 504 Coordinator roles, the
percentage of Section 504 students in each of the 14 districts was similar, ranging from
<1% to 2% of the total school population affirmed, added to, or disputed previous
research. Additionally, my study adds new findings regarding an increased
understanding regarding the implementation of the five requirements of Section 504 and
tools Section 504 Coordinators use to implement the requirements in their districts
(Figure 5).

Conceptual Framework
One local Intermediate
School District; 14 Section
504 Coordinators; variety
of job titles and
responsibilities
Three generations of
public policy and
implementation research.

Office of Civil Rights (1999); 5
specific requirements of Section
504:
1. Undertake annually to
identify and locate all children
with disabilities who are
unserved;
2. Provide a “free appropriate
public education” to each
student with disabilities,
regardless of the nature or
severity of the disability;
3. Establish nondiscriminatory
evaluation and placement
procedures ;
4. Establish procedural
safeguards;
5. Afford children with
disabilities an equal opportunity
to participate in nonacademic
and extra-curricular services and
activities.

Research Questions
1. What do Section 504 Coordinators
indicate regarding how well their districts
have processes, tools, and procedures in
place to ensure the following five federal
Section 504 requirements are created and
implemented in a uniform way across their
district: (a) identifying and locating
students, (b) providing a free and
appropriate public education, (c) evaluation
and placement procedures, (d) procedural
safeguards, and (e) affording children with
Section 504 plans an equal opportunity to
participate in nonacademic and extracurricular services and activities?
2. What aspects of creating and
implementing such processes, tools, and
procedures have been the easiest or most
difficult to implement, and why?
3. What is the percent of students with
disabilities, including those meeting the
Section 504 criteria, being served in these
districts, and how does this compare with
the expected percent of students with such
disabilities? What connections, if any, can
be made between a district’s percentage of
students served and the implementation of
their Section 504 plan, including processes,
tools, and procedures.

Four Common Themed Findings
1.Much variation exists in the
level of difficulty expressed by
504 Coordinators in reference to
implementing the five
requirements of Section 504 in a
uniform way across their
districts.
2.There are different processes,
tools, and procedures Section
504 Coordinators indicate they
use to implement the five
requirements of Section 504 in a
uniform way across their
districts.
3.There are variations regarding
the roles and responsibilities of
Section 504 Coordinators.
4.Despite some variation of
practice and differences in
Section 504 Coordinator roles,
the percentage of Section 504
students in each of the 14
districts was similar, ranging
from <1% to 2% of the total
school population.

Figure 5. Revised conceptual framework for Breault-Cannon’s (2014) study.
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Information in Chapter I also outlined the five main problems school districts are
facing while trying to implement Section 504. While my study did not address the
variation in qualifying for Section 504 plans and difficulties around it being an unfunded
mandate, it did support previous research that revealed problems associated with
implementers’ apathy toward the policy (Hope, 2002), confusion around Section 504
plans and policies (Arsenault, 2003; Madaus & Shaw, 2006, 2007; Shaw et al., 2012;
Zirkel, 2003) and the need for a strong infrastructure (Duke, 2011; Madaus & Shaw,
2008; Taylor, 2002). As found in Table 12, research question 1, implementers’ apathy
toward the policy influences the requirement being implemented with uniformity across
their districts. One Section 504 Coordinator felt Section 504 should not be in public
schools, while other coordinators did not have any experience with special education and
were new to their positions.
Some Section 504 Coordinators expressed confusion regarding Section 504 plans
and policies and acknowledged difficulties understanding the five requirements
(subtheme 1.4). This included confusion around the terms substantially limits, or major
life activities and differences between Section 504 plans and special education. A more
detailed description of subtheme 1.4 can be found in chapter four.
My study also supported the need for a strong infrastructure. All 14 Section 504
Coordinators oversee Section 504 building coordinators to ensure uniformity of
requirements in their districts (subtheme 3.2). This included disseminating information,
answering questions, and communicating with their building coordinators. Some Section
504 Coordinators also suggested an Intermediate School District (ISD) 504 committee be
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formed. They felt this would help with the communication process of new Section 504
findings and serve as a support system when implementing the five requirements with
uniformity across their districts.
Connections to Previous Research
Now I will examine how my findings about Section 504 Coordinators and
processes, tools, and procedures connect with previous research. The purpose of this
qualitative study was to describe and interpret the processes, tools, and procedures
Section 504 Coordinators use to create and provide uniformity of Section 504
requirements across their districts. The findings and outcomes should not be generalized
for all Section 504 Coordinators and their districts; however, the goal is that the findings
will add to the body of literature pertaining to Section 504, and create knowledge for
Section 504 Coordinators and the five federal requirements. My findings can also
provide information to the local Intermediate School Districts in how they can better
support Section 504 Coordinators.
Table 14 depicts the comparison summary between the 16 key findings from my
research study and previous research. Some findings confirm previous research and
others are new findings which can be added to the current literature on Section 504.
Table 14
Comparison of Breault-Cannon’s (2014) Key Findings to Previous Research
Breault-Cannon (2014)

Previous Research

1) Much variation exists in the level of difficulty
expressed by 504 Coordinators in reference to
implementing the five requirements of Section 504
in a uniform way across their districts.

Confirms Spillane (2002) research on middleman play the
role of sense-maker with respect to accountability policies.
No previous research found on Section 504 Coordinators and
the implementation of the five requirements, thus BreaultCannon (2014) is a new finding.
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Table 14- continued
Breault-Cannon (2014)

Previous Research

2) The four specific areas regarding procedural
safeguards and affording children with disabilities
an equal opportunity to participate in nonacademic
and extra-curricular services and activities were
noted as the easiest of the five requirements to
implement in a uniform way across the districts.

No previous research found on Section 504 Coordinators and
the implementation of the five requirements, thus BreaultCannon (2014) is a new finding.

3) Evaluation and placement procedures and
providing FAPE were noted to be the most
difficult requirements to implement in a uniform
way across the districts.

No previous research found on Section 504 Coordinators and
the implementation of the five requirements, thus BreaultCannon (2014) is a new finding.

4) The requirements, annually identifying and
locating all children with disabilities was easy for
some and difficult for others to implement in a
uniform way across the districts.

No previous research found on Section 504 Coordinators and
the implementation of the five requirements, thus BreaultCannon (2014) is a new finding.

5) Some Section 504 Coordinators acknowledged
difficulties understanding the five requirements.

Confirms findings from Arsenault (2003), Madaus and Shaw
(2006, 2007), Shaw et al., (2012) and Zirkel (2003) research
on confusion about Section 504 plans and policies. Confirms
Hope (2002) research on implementers' indifferences or
apathy toward the policy, lack of resources, and insufficient
time for implementation. Confirms Firestone (1988), Fullan
(1991), McDonnell and Elmore (1987), and McLaughlin
(1990) research concerning implementing agents and
agencies often lack the knowledge, skills, personnel, and
resources for successful implementation. No previous
research found on Section 504 Coordinators and the
implementation of the five requirements, thus BreaultCannon (2014) is a new finding.

6) There are different processes, tools, and
procedures Section 504 Coordinators indicate they
use to implement the five requirements of Section
504 in a uniform way across their districts.

Confirms findings from Duke (2011), Madaus and Shaw
(2008), and Taylor (2002) research on strong infrastructure is
important including mentors.
No previous research found on processes, tools, and
procedures Section 504 Coordinators indicate they use, thus
Breault-Cannon (2014) is a new finding.

7) All 14 school districts use a Child Study Team
to annually identify and locate students with
disabilities.

No previous research on Child Study Teams, thus BreaultCannon (2014) is a new finding

8) Many school districts use various types of
paperwork (e.g., forms, pamphlets, handbooks) to
help implement the five requirements of Section
504.

Confirms findings from Madaus and Shaw (2006, 2007)
research on Section 504 written policies and formal Section
504 policy.
No previous research on the various types of paperwork and
the implementation of the five requirements, thus BreaultCannon (2014) is a new finding
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Table 14- continued
Breault-Cannon (2014)

Previous Research

9) There is a vast variation of the processes, tools,
and procedures Section 504 Coordinators use to
implement the five requirements of Section 504.

No previous research found on processes, tools, and
procedures Section 504 Coordinators indicate they use, thus
Breault-Cannon (2014) is a new finding.

10) There are variations regarding the roles and
responsibilities of Section 504 Coordinators.

Confirms findings from Madaus and Shaw (2007) research
on Section 504 Coordinator has varied job titles and
responsibilities

11) All 14 Section 504 Coordinators serve as the
keeper of the documents to ensure uniformity of
requirements across the district.

No previous research found on the keeper of the documents,
thus Breault-Cannon (2014) is a new finding.

13) All 14 Section 504 Coordinators oversee
Section 504 building coordinators to ensure
uniformity of requirements in their districts.

Confirms findings from Duke (2011), Madaus and Shaw
(2008), and Taylor (2002) research on strong infrastructure in
important including mentors.
No previous research found on the building coordinators,
thus Breault-Cannon (2014) is a new finding.

14) All 14 Section 504 Coordinators were not
aware of a job description for their role.

No previous research found on the Section 504 Coordinator's
job description, thus Breault-Cannon (2014) is a new finding.

15) Twelve of 14 school districts did not have a
flowchart outlining the Section 504 process or
Section 504 paperwork process for their districts.

Confirms findings from Madaus and Shaw (2006, 2007)
research on Section 504 written policies and formal Section
504 policy. No previous research found on Section 504
flowchart, thus Breault-Cannon (2014) is a new finding.

16) Despite some variation of practice and
differences in Section 504 Coordinator roles, the
percentage of Section 504 students in each of the
14 districts was similar, ranging from <1% to 2%
of the total school population.

Confirms findings from Holler and Zirkel (2008) research on
1.2% of total population Section 504 only students.
Confirms findings from Sable et al. (2010) 12.8% of total
population student with Individualized Education Program
(IEPs).
Disputes Holler and Zirkel (2008) research on correlation
between Section 504 plans and the affluence of families.

As you can see in Table 14, what emerged from my study is both new research
and confirming research. Since there was no previous research on the five requirements
of Section 504, the findings from this study are considered new literature. New findings
revealed much variation exists in the level of difficulty expressed by Section 504
Coordinators in reference to implementing the five requirements of Section 504 in a
uniform way across their districts. These new findings found procedural safeguards and
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affording children with disabilities an equal opportunity to participate in nonacademic
and extra-curricular services and activities were noted as the easiest of the five
requirements to implement in a uniform way across the districts. Evaluation and
placement procedures and providing FAPE were noted to be the most difficult
requirements to implement in a uniform way across the districts and the requirements,
annually identifying and locating all children with disabilities was easy for some and
difficult for others to implement in a uniform way across the districts.
In my study I found some Section 504 Coordinators acknowledged difficulties
understanding the five requirements. Since no previous research was found on Section
504 Coordinators and the implementation of the five requirements, this would be
considered new literature. This finding also confirmed previous research on confusion
about Section 504 plans and policies (Arsenault, 2003; Madaus & Shaw, 2006, 2007;
Shaw et al., 2012; Zirkel, 2003), and how implementers' indifferences or apathy toward a
policy, lack of resources, and insufficient time for implementation affects the successful
implementation of a policy (Hope 2002). My research also supported the belief that
implementing agents and agencies often lack the knowledge, skills, and personnel, for
successful implementation (Firestone, 1988; Fullan, 1991; McDonnell & Elmore, 1987;
McLaughlin, 1990), and confirms Spillane (2000) research concerning school districts
pay attention to policy proposal when faced with consequences. This was evidenced by
some coordinators by keenly aware of possible complaints and subsequent investigations.
Since there was no previous research on the processes, tools, and procedures
Section 504 Coordinators use to implement the five requirements across their district, the
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findings from this study are considered new literature. Even though there are vast
variations of the processes, tools, and procedures Section 504 Coordinator use to
implement the five requirements across their districts, Child Study Teams and various
types of paperwork were found to be the easiest tools to help with the implementation.
These tools were considered to be easy since they are were already formed within a
school and are instrumental with the special education and the Multi-Tiered System of
Support processes. This also confirms findings from Madaus and Shaw (2006, 2007)
research on Section 504 written policies and form Section 504 policy.
There is much research on the role and responsibilities of Section 504
Coordinators. While my research supported the findings about varied job titles and
responsibilities from Madaus and Shaw (2007), it also added to the literature. No
previous research has been found on Section 504 Coordinators being the keeper of the
documents and overseeing the building coordinators. This finding, as it pertains to the
Section 504 Coordinators role, also speaks about the need for Section 504 Coordinators
to have job descriptions for their roles. The importance of a written document outlining
the roles and responsibilities of this position could help narrow duties associated with the
job and offer more guidance to building coordinators.
There have been little studies on the percentage of Section 504 only students.
Holler and Zirkel (2008) research found 1.2% of total population should be Section 504
students. Despite some variation of practice and differences in Section 504 Coordinators
roles, the percentage of Section 504 students in each of the 14 districts was similar,
ranging from <1% to 2% of the total school population. This would confirm the results
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from Holler and Zirkel. My study also disputed the research from Holler and Zirkel
regarding the correlation between Section 504 plans and the affluence of families.
Limitations and Recommendations for Future Research
Providing students with needed accommodations and services is a responsibility
of the public schools. Even though the Americans with Disabilities Act Amendments
Acts were passed in 2008 and implemented in 2009, there is limited research on how the
new acts have been implemented in public schools. Although this study found tools that
would help with Section 504 Coordinators create and provide uniformity across their
districts and raised awareness on how Section 504 Coordinators are interpreting the
requirements, there are some limitations to the study.
First, by its very nature this qualitative case study is a bounded system (Miles &
Huberman, 1994). There was only one Section 504 Coordinator in each district and the
overall sample size was small (14). Section 504 Coordinators were chosen for one
particular Intermediate School District (ISD), and thus you cannot generalize the results
of this study to other ISDs. Secondly, while most of the Section 504 Coordinators
presented themselves as open and honest, I need to recognize a few appeared to be
guessing and questioned some of their own answers. Third, there is a limited amount of
literature on the implementation of the five requirements of Section 504 and no research
on the processes, tools, and procedures Section 504 Coordinator use to create and provide
uniformity of the five requirements across their districts. Without any research studies to
refer, I only used the data I was able to gather in my study.
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As stated, there is a limited amount of research on Section 504 in public schools
and other than my study, no research on the processes, tools, and procedures Section 504
Coordinators use to create and provide uniformity of the five requirements across their
districts. Additional studies on this topic would be beneficial and could be expanded to
include the building Section 504 Coordinators as well. It would also be beneficial to
research the Intermediate School District’s perspective on their role in the
implementation of Section 504 and dissemination of Section 504 information. This is an
area that has not been researched before and could add valuable insight into the process.
In summary, Section 504 Coordinators are faced with many challenges while
attempting to provide uniformity of Section 504 policy across their districts. While my
study explored and uncovered possible tools Section 504 Coordinators could use to help
with providing uniformity, future studies on this topic, including a quantitative survey to
gather specific information from building coordinators, would help improve the process.
Conclusion
The implementation of public policy, specifically Section 504 plans, is a journey
that has been around since the legislation was passed in 1973. Unlike special education,
where schools receive federal funding to provide remedial services, Section 504 requires
that schools not discriminate based on a student’s disability and must provide appropriate
accommodations, but schools do not receive additional financial support to provide such
support services or auxiliary aids. This qualitative, exploratory case study provided
insight into the processes, tools, and procedures Section 504 Coordinators use to create
and provide uniformity of the five requirements of Section 504 across their districts.
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The previous literature had revealed many obstacles associated with successful
public policy implementation and specifically, policy implementation and Section 504
plans. After interviewing 14 Section 504 Coordinators, this research presented an
increased understanding regarding processes, tools, and procedures and the five
requirements of Section 504. Overall, Section 504 Coordinators found establishing
procedural safeguards and affording children with disabilities an equal opportunity to
participate in nonacademic and extra-curricular services and activities as the easiest
requirement to implement across their district and evaluation and placement procedures
as the most difficult to implement across their district. When implementing these five
requirements, Section 504 Coordinators named child study teams and paperwork as the
easiest tools to implement and requested a centralized student management system and an
Intermediate School District team to help with implementation at the district level. In
addition, there was confusion regarding the roles and responsibilities of Section 504
Coordinators. This study extended the research on Section 504 since the 2008
amendment by examining the role of the Section 504 Coordinator at the district level and
processes, tools, and procedures the Coordinator would use.
All of the Section 504 Coordinators in my study continue to have many
obligations with their jobs and find themselves during their day with the responsibilities
associated with a building administrator, central office administrator, and student services
director. The truth is Section 504 is not their main focus. They are handling more
pressing issues in front of them and working tirelessly to complete them. When these
Coordinators do have time to work on Section 504, they have provided the paperwork
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and forms necessary to be in compliance, yet admit that additional time, resources, and
professional development would be beneficial to make this policy stronger and better
understood.
As a Section 504 Coordinator and a public educator for over 25 years, I recognize
the added responsibilities and pressures educators face each day. There are limited
resources, more student needs, additional mandates, and standardized testing. Through
this process I have come to realize that policy implementation in public schools is a
complex issue that incorporates many different variables and facets. Section 504 is a
needed mandate for some students with disabilities. Students should always be our focus
when we implement policies in our districts.
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Definition of Terms
Accommodations- Changes in curriculum or instruction that does not
substantially modify the requirements of the class or alter the content
standards or benchmarks.
Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) of 1990. - Federal law requiring
accommodations for people with disabilities in the community and workplace.
Americans with Disabilities Act Amendment Act (ADAAA) of 2008- Federal law
requiring accommodations for people with disabilities in the community and workplace.
The new ADAAA provides a much broader definition of who is an individual with a
disability
Child Study Team/Student Support Team- A multidisciplinary team in schools that
meets to support the needs of students with academic, social, behavioral concerns. The
focus of the team is to provide support to classroom teachers to implement
accommodations/modifications so that students can be successful in general education.
Education of All Handicapped Children Act of 1975 (PL 94-142)- Now called the
Individuals with Disabilities in Education Act (IDEA of 1990), in order to receive federal
funds, states must develop and implement policies that assure a free appropriate public
education (FAPE) to all children with disabilities.
Free Appropriate Public Education (FAPE)- Special education and related services are
provided to students with disabilities by the Local Education Agency (LEA) and Public
School Academies (PSA) at public expense and under public supervision and direction at
no cost to the student’s parents.
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Individual with Disabilities in Education Act of 1990 (IDEA)- Once called the
Education of All Handicapped Children Act of 1975, the federal law that requires school
districts to provide students with disabilities with a free appropriate public education at
public expense. The Act provides procedural safeguards, due process rights, as well as
specific mandates regarding a free appropriate public education.
Intermediate School District (ISD)- These educational institutions provide technical
assistance and support to the local school districts and public school academies within the
county.
Local Education Agency (LEA)- The school district that is directly responsible for
providing special education services in a geographical area.
No Child Left Behind (NCLB)- On January 8, 2002, President Bush signed NCLB into
law. It is an education reform plan making changes to the Elementary and Secondary
Education Act. It is looking for stronger accountability for results, increased flexibility
and local control, expanded options for parents and emphasis on teaching methods.
Office of Civil Rights (OCR)- An agency with the U.S. Department of Education that
enforces Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act and Title II of the ADA. OCR investigates
allegations of discrimination based upon disability.
Section 504- A section of the federal law called the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, which
prohibits discrimination by any entity that accepts federal funds.
Section 504 Committee- A group or team of individuals (i.e., teachers, principal, Section
504 coordinator, counselor, etc.) who are knowledgeable about the student, the meaning
of the evaluation data, and the placement options available. The members of the
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committee will make all necessary decisions regarding identification, evaluation, and
eligibility, and placement (Richards, 1994).
Section 504 Coordinator- A personal responsible in the school district who is highly
trained about the Section 504 process. Duties include developing and maintaining a
Section 504 program, distributing the necessary documents to individuals involved in the
Section 504 process, and overseeing the actions of Section 504 committees. The
coordinator also handles parent complaints, coordinates responses to the Office of Civil
Rights investigations, and makes necessary arrangements for Section 504 due process
hearings (Richards, 1994).
Section 504 Process- Routine actions or procedures used to develop, implement, and
revise Section 504 individual accommodation plans (Miller & Newbill,1998).
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Appendix B
Interview Protocol

Interview Protocol
Research Question

1.How well do Section 504
Coordinators indicate that their
district has processes, tools, and
procedures in place to ensure
the following five federal
Section 504 requirement are
created and implemented in a
uniform way across their
district: (a) identifying and
locating students, (b) providing
a free and appropriate public
education, (c) evaluation and
placement procedures, (d)
procedural safeguards, and (e)
affording children with Section
504 plans an equal opportunity
to participate in nonacademic
and extra-curricular services
and activities?

5 Requirements of Section 504

Interview Question

Document Review (tools)

Briefly tell me about your job title
and responsibilities. What is your
role as the Section 504
coordinator?
As you may know 504 was
revamped in 2008 and now has
five aspects…….I will ask you
questions about each aspect of the
policy

Written job description

What is the process for creating a
Section 504 plan in your district?

Section 504 Process flowchart
Section 504 Paperwork flowchart

Do you have an organizational
chart which would show me what
the process is for creating a 504
plan?
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2.What aspects of creating and
implementing such processes,
tools and procedures across
their district have been the
easiest or most difficult to
implement, and why?

Undertake annually to identify and locate
all children with disabilities who are
underserved

How does your district undertake
the annual review?

Child Study Team paperwork

How do you locate all children
with disabilities?
Has this been easy or difficult to
implement in the 2008
amendments?
Why or why not?
What would you need in order to
do that? (besides money)
Provide a "free appropriate public
education" to each student with disabilities,
regardless of the nature or severity of the
disability. This means providing regular or
special education and related aids and
services designed to meet the individual
educational needs of disabled persons as
adequately as the needs of nondisabled
persons are met; ensure that each student
with disabilities is educated with

How does your district provide
“free appropriate public
education” to students with
disabilities?

Number of special education students
and number of Section 504 students
Non-discriminatory paperwork

What related aids and services are
provided to students?
How do you ensure that each
student with a disability is
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nondisabled students to the maximum
extent appropriate.

educated to the maximum extent
appropriate?
Has this been easy or difficult to
implement in the 2008
amendments?
Why or why not?
What would you need in order to
do that? (besides money)

Establish nondiscriminatory evaluation and
placement procedures to avoid the
inappropriate education that may result
from the misclassification or misplacement
of students.

What is the evaluation process in
your district? Do you have a flow
chart that would outline these
procedures?

Evaluation process flowchart
Written procedures of the Section 504
process

Has this been easy or difficult to
implement in the 2008
amendments?
Why or why not?
What would you need in order to
do that? (besides money)
Establish procedural safeguards to enable
parents and guardians to participate
meaningfully in decisions regarding the
evaluation and placement of their
children? These safeguards must include
the following:
• notice,
• an opportunity for

Has your district established
procedural safeguards?

Section 504 notice
Section 504 invitation

Has this been easy or difficult to
implement in the 2008
amendments?

Procedural safeguards
Section 504 eligibility paperwork

Why or why not?
Section 504 medical protocol
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parents or guardians
of the student to
examine relevant
records,
an impartial hearing, and
a review procedure.

What would you need in order to
do that? (besides money)

Afford children with disabilities an equal
opportunity to participate in nonacademic
and extra-curricular services and activities

How does your school provide
children with disabilities the
opportunity to participate in
nonacademic and extra-curricular
activities?

•
•

Section 504 plan
Impartial hearing paperwork
Written review procedures

Non-discriminatory paperwork

Has this been easy or difficult to
implement in the 2008
amendments?
Why or why not?
What would you need in order to
do that? (besides money)
3. What is the percent of students
with disabilities, including those
meeting the Section 504 criteria,
being served in these districts, and
how does this compare with the
expected percent of students with
such disabilities? What
connections, if any, can be made
between a district’s percentage of
students served with Section 504
plans and processes, tools, and
procedures?

How many special education students
do you have in the district?

Number of special education students
and number of Section 504 students

How many Section 504 students do
you have in the district?
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Interview Protocol
My name is Caroline Cannon. Currently, I am a principal at Breton Downs
Elementary School in East Grand Rapids, MI. I have been in education for over 20 years;
and as a former special education teacher, find myself interested in Section 504 plans. I
am working on my dissertation at Western Michigan University. The topic of my
dissertation is: Processes, Tools, and Procedures Section 504 Coordinators Use to Create
and Provide Uniformity of Section 504 Requirements Across Their District. I am
specifically looking at (a) identifying and locating students, (b) providing a free and
appropriate public education, (c) evaluation and placement procedures, (d) procedural
safeguards, and (e) affording children with Section 504 plans an equal opportunity to
participate in nonacademic and extra-curricular services and activities. The federal law
leaves much to interpretation, so I have an interest in how it is done differently in
different school districts. I’m not here to talk about accommodations for students, but
rather the processes, tools and procedures you use in your district to meet the Section 504
requirements.
1. Briefly tell me about your job title and responsibilities. What is your role as the
Section 504 coordinator?
What is the process for creating a Section 504 plan in your district? Do you have
an organizational chart which would show me what the process if for creating a
504 plan?
1.1.

Ask for a written job description- Section 504 Coordinator

1.2.

Ask for Section 504 Process Flowchart

1.3.

Ask for Section 504 Paperwork Flowchart
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2. One requirement of the law is to annually identify and locate all children with
disabilities who are unserved.
2.1.

How does your district undertake the annual review?

2.2.

How do you locate all children with disabilities?

2.3.

Has this been easy or difficult to implement in the 2008 amendments?

2.4.

Why or why not?

2.5.

What would you need in order to do that? (besides money)

2.6.

What processes, tools, and procedures does your district have to assist
with this?

2.7.

Ask for Child Study Team or Student Assistance Team paperwork

2.8.

Prompts: This could include a Child Study Team and Student Assistance
Team

3. Another requirement of the law is to provide a “free appropriate public education”
to each student with disabilities, regardless of the nature or the severity of the
disability
3.1

How does your district provide “free appropriate public education” to

students
with disabilities?
3.2

What related aids and services are provided to students?

3.3

How do you ensure that each student with a disability is educated to the
maximum
extent appropriate?

3.4

Has this been easy or difficult to implement in the 2008n amendments?
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3.5

Why or why not?

3.6

What would you need in order to do that? (besides money)

3.7

What processes, tools, and procedures does your district have to assist
with this?

3.8

Ask for number of special education students and number of Section 504
students

3.9

Ask for non-discriminatory paperwork

3.10

Prompts: This could include an appropriate education, services,

transportation,
etc…
4. A third requirement of the law is to establish nondiscriminatory evaluation and
placement procedures to avoid the inappropriate education that may result from
the misclassification or misplacement of students.
4.1

What is the evaluation process in your district? Do you have a flow chart
that
would outline these procedures?

4.2

Has this been easy or difficult to implement in the 2008 amendments?

4.3

Why or why not?

4.4

What would you need in order to do that? (besides money)

4.5

What processes, tools, and procedures does your district have to assist
with the
evaluation procedures?

4.6

Ask for evaluation process flowchart
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4.7

Ask for written procedures of the Section 504 process

4.8

Prompt- tests and other evaluation materials administered by trained
personnel

4.9

What is the placement process in your district? Do you have a flow chart
that
would outline these procedures?

4.10

Has this been easy or difficult to implement in the 2008 amendments?

4.11

Why or why not?

4.12

What would you need in order to do that? (besides money)

4.13

What processes, tools, and procedures does your district have to assist

with the placement procedures?
4.14

Prompt- Placement procedures draw upon information from a variety of

sources, establish procedures to ensure the information is documented,
placement decision is made by a group of person
5. A fourth requirement concerns establishing procedural safeguards to enable
parents and guardians to participate meaningfully in decisions regarding the
evaluation and placement of their children
5.1.

One such safeguard is parents and guardians receiving a notice

5.1.1. Has your district established procedural safeguards?
5.1.2. Has this been easy or difficult to implement in the 2008 amendments?
5.1.3. Why or why not?
5.1.4. What would you need in order to do that? (besides money)

159
5.1.5. What processes, tools, and procedures does your district have to assist
with the notice?
5.1.6. Prompts: One idea is that East Grand Rapids sends to parents a Notice
of Rights…do you have anything like that?
5.2.

Another safeguard gives parents and guardians of the student an
opportunity to examine relevant records
5.2.1. Has your district established the opportunity for parents and guardians
to examine relevant records?
5.2.2. Has this been easy or difficult to implement in the 2008 amendments?
5.2.3. Why or why not?
5.2.4. What would you need in order to do that? (besides money)
5.2.5. What processes, tools, and procedures does your district have to assist
with the parents being able to examine relevant records?
5.2.6. Prompts: Draw upon information from a variety of sources, including
aptitude and achievement tests, teacher recommendations, physical
condition, social or cultural background, and adaptive behavior

5.3.

Another safeguard is an impartial hearing
5.3.1.

Has your district established an impartial hearing?

5.3.2. Has this been easy or difficult to implement in the 2008 amendments?
5.3.3. Why or why not?
5.3.4. What would you need in order to do that? (besides money)
5.3.5. What processes, tools, and procedures does your district have to assist
with the impartial hearing?
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5.3.6. Prompts: Representation of the parent or counsel
5.4.

The last requirement of the safeguard is a review of the procedures
5.4.1. Has your district established a review of the procedures?
5.4.2. Has this been easy or difficult to implement in the 2008 amendments?
5.4.3. Why or why not?
5.4.4. What would you need in order to do that? (besides money)
5.4.5. What processes, tools, and procedures does your district have to assist
with the review of the procedures?
5.4.6. Prompt: Does your district have a Section 504 flowchart to give
parents?
5.4.7. Also ask for Section 504 notice, Section 504 invitation, procedural
safeguards, Section 504 eligibility paperwork, Section 504 medical
protocol, Section 504 plan, Impartial hearing paperwork, Written
review procedures

6. The last requirement of the law is to afford children with disabilities an equal
opportunity to participate in nonacademic and extra-curricular services and
activities.
6.1.

How does your school provide children with disabilities the opportunity
to participate in nonacademic and extra-curricular activities?

6.2.

Has this been easy or difficult to implement in the 2008 amendments?

6.3.

Why or why not?

6.4.

What would you need in order to do that? (besides money)
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6.5.

What processes, tools, and procedures does your district have to assist
with the
this?

6.6.

Ask for non-discriminatory paperwork

6.3 Prompts: Non-academic and extracurricular services may include:
counseling services, physical recreational athletics, recess, and transportation
7. How many students do you have in special education?
8. How many Section 504 students do you have in your district?
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Western Michigan University
Department of Educational Leadership, Research, and Technology

Principal Investigator:
Student Investigator:
Title of Study:

Dr. Sue Poppink, Ph.D.
Caroline Breault-Cannon
Process, Tools, and Procedures Section 504 Coordinators
Use to Create and Provide Uniformity of Section 504
Requirements Across their District

You have been invited to participate in a research project titled "The Process, Tools, and
Procedures Section 504 Coordinators Use to Implement Section 504 Requirements
Across their District." This project will serve as Caroline Breault-Cannon’s dissertation
for the requirements of the degree of Doctor of Philosophy. This consent document will
explain the purpose of this research project and will go over all of the time commitments,
the procedures used in the study, and the risks and benefits of participating in this
research project. Please read this consent form carefully and completely and please ask
any questions if you need more clarification.
What are we trying to find out in this study?
My study concerns the processes, tools, and procedures Section 504 Coordinators use to
implement Section 504 requirements across their district. Specifically my study addresses
the following areas: identifying and locating students, providing a free and appropriate
public education, evaluation and placement procedures, procedural safeguards, and
affording children with Section 504 plans an equal opportunity to participate in
nonacademic and extra-curricular services and activities. Therefore, the purpose of this
qualitative study is to describe and interpret the processes, tools, and procedures Section
504 Coordinators use to coordinate the implementation of Section 504 requirements
across their district.
Who can participate in this study?
The informants for these case studies will be the district’s Section 504 coordinator.
Where will this study take place?
All data collection will be conducted at the participant's respective school or by phone.
What is the time commitment for participating in this study?
Participants will be involved in an interview approximately 60 minutes in length.
Document reviews will be conducted as well. I will be at the participant’s respective sites
for one hour. I have requested one year for this study.
What will you be asked to do if you choose to participate in this study?
Data will be collected primarily through the use of the interview process. Each
participant will be interviewed individually using an informally structured, open-ended,
interview protocol. Document reviews will be conducted as well. I will be at the
participant’s respective sites for one hour. I have requested one year for this study.
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What information is being measured during the study?
The following list of research questions will be addressed:
1. What do Section 504 Coordinators indicate regarding how well their district has
processes, tools, and procedures in place to ensure the following five federal
Section 504 requirement are created and implemented in a uniform way across
their district: (a) identifying and locating students, (b) providing a free and
appropriate public education, (c) evaluation and placement procedures, (d)
procedural safeguards, and (e) affording children with Section 504 plans an equal
opportunity to participate in nonacademic and extra-curricular services and
activities?
2. What aspects of implementing such processes, tools and procedures have been the
easiest or most difficult to implement, and why?
3. What is the percent of students with disabilities, including those meeting the
Section 504 criteria, being served in these districts, and how does this compare
with the expected percent of students with such disabilities? What connections, if
any, can be made between a district’s percentage of students served and the
implementation of their Section 504 plan, including processes, tools, and
procedures.

What are the risks of participating in this study and how will these risks be
minimized?
The purpose of this study is clear and no individuals are at risk.
What are the benefits of participating in this study?
There are no benefits to participating in this study.
Are there any costs associated with participating in this study?
There are no costs associated with participating in this study.
Is there any compensation for participating in this study?
There is no compensation for participating in this study.
Who will have access to the information collected during this study?
Information collected during this study will be presented in a dissertation.
What if you want to stop participating in this study?
You can choose to stop participating in the study at any time for any reason. You will
not suffer any prejudice or penalty by your decision to stop your participation. You will
experience NO consequences either academically or personally if you choose to
withdraw from this study.
The investigator can also decide to stop your participation in the study without your
consent. Should you have any questions prior to or during the study, you can contact the
primary investigator, Caroline Breault-Cannon at 616.307.6110 or ccannon@egrps.org.
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You may also contact the Chair, Human Subjects Institutional Review Board at 269-3878293 or the Vice President for Research at 269-387-8298 if questions arise during the
course of the study.
This consent document has been approved for use for one year by the Human Subjects
Institutional Review Board (HSIRB) as indicated by the stamped date and signature of
the board chair in the upper right corner. Do not participate in this study if the stamped
date is older than one year.

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------I have read this informed consent document. The risks and benefits have been explained
to me. I agree to take part in this study.

Please Print Your Name

___________________________________
Participant’s signature

